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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 


Homelessness has increasingly been identified as a major problem across Ontario. We* are 
seeing larger numbers of youth living in poverty and spending time on the streets. More people 
with mental health issues are unable to find the support they need to remain connected to social 
resources and housing. We also know that increasing numbers of people are unable or afraid to 
leave substandard housing and we are seeing an increase in the numbers of people unable to 
purchase food because they are paying such a large proportion of their income to rent. It appears 
that, as we approach the end of the millennium, more and more people in our community are 


unable to meet their most basic needs of food and adequate, affordable housing. 


In response to this increase in public awareness, the provincial government struck a Task Force 
on Homelessness. The Task Force visited Hamilton in March 1998 to hear from regional 
government officials, service providers and citizens about their issues and experiences with 
homelessness in our community. With the release of the Task Force on Homelessness report and 
‘Taking Responsibility for Homelessness: An Action Plan for Toronto (also known as the 
Golden Report), a number of housing advocates recognized the need for a broad report on the 
state of housing and homelessness in the Hamilton-Wentworth community. This included 
looking beyond the numbers of people using shelters and food banks, to other indicators of risk 
such as vacancy rates, new housing, evictions, poverty, waiting lists for social housing and 
affordable housing stock. We hoped that such a report would provide us with the information to 
better understand what is happening in our community, so that we can then inform others 


including the government about homelessness in our Region. 


*Throughout this document, ‘we refers to the members of the Regional Advisory Committee on 
Food and She/ter, Social Housing and Access Committee, and the Social Planning and Research 
Council of Hamilton-Wentworth, who participated on the working group of this project. 
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WHAT WE DISCOVERED 
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While there is still a serious affordability problem, the vacancy rates in Centre and East 
Hamilton are at 5.2% while the vacancy rate in Stoney Creek, Dundas and other surrounding 


areas is 1.6 (CMHC, 1998). 


By the end of April 1999 there were 3,441 people waiting for non-profit housing. Waiting 
lists are long for people wanting non-profit housing outside of the core while there are quite a 
few vacancies in the downtown. However there are two downtown projects that have 


integrated on-site support. These places have low turnover rates and long waiting lists. 


Between 1994 and 1998 only 18 private rental units were built on an annual average basis. 
CMHC estimates the increase in tenant households at over 400 annually between 1996 and 
2006. These levels of private rental unit development are insufficient to keep up with the 


demand for housing (ONPHA, 1999). 


The current rental housing stock is actually decreasing in size because rental units are being 
converted to condominiums. In the last year. since the introduction of the Tenant Protection 
Act (TPA) there have been 11 applications to convert 482 units. Before the introduction of 


the TPA there had been a total of 18 applications to convert 504 units to condominiums. 
People are also struggling to find affordable, adequate housing. In 1998 the Housing Help. 
Centre had more than 18,000 contacts with people who were homeless or in danger of losing 


their housing. This was their highest number ever. (HHC, 1999). 


175 people accessed overnight emergency shelters in the region on a nightly basis in 1998. 
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Vulnerable People 
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The wide range of vacancy rates in second level lodging homes suggests that some models of 
supportive housing are more successful than others and creative models need to be explored 


to meet the needs of vulnerable members of our community. 


36% of the people who experience homelessness were identified as having a mental illness. 


(Schofield and Cook, 1995). 


People are being discharged from prison, hospitals and the Hamilton Psychiatric Hospital 
with such speed that they cannot be matched with the appropriate and often lacking 


community resources. This places these people at a greater risk of homelessness. 


The demand for emergency youth shelter is overwhelming. The one youth shelter in the city 


is operating at capacity and for 15-16 days of each month it is operating over capacity. 


17 and 18-year-old youths are extremely vulnerable to poverty and homelessness. This 
situation is a crisis because of recent policy changes to social assistance requirements that 
include mandatory school attendance. Because of new school zero tolerance policies and the 
reality that schools will only accept new students at certain times of the year makes it 


impossible for some youth to attend school and therefore receive social assistance. 


Other Services 


l. 


Staff of soup kitchens and foodbanks are concerned that social assistance levels are so low 


that people are running out of food by the 22" of each month, every month. 


1o>) 
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2. People are in desperate need for food each month with soup kitchens and vans serving 
approximately 19,000 meals in March of 1999 and foodbanks handing out food to 
approximately 11,000 people during the same time period. A recent study by researchers for 
Toronto's Daily Bread Food Bank and the North York Harvest Food Bank found that people 
who are using foodbanks are spending an inordinate proportion of their income on shelter. 


(Saunders, 1999). 


The numbers of people accessing legal clinics because they are facing evictions has also 


Lo 


increased from 615 people in 1995 to 762 people in 1998. 


Poverty 


1. In 1995, 47% of tenants were paying more than 30% of their income on rent. while 23% of 
tenants were paying more than 50% of their income on rent. Tenant incomes between 1990 


and 1995 fell by 4% while homeowners income increased by 8% (ONPHA, 1999). 


lO 


Homelessness (as defined as living on the street or living in a shelter) is five times more 


likely to be experienced by men than it is women (Schofield and Cook, 1995). 
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CONCLUSION 


People throughout our community are facing very hard times. For many. their situations are 
made worse because they are accompanied by the sense that our governments have stopped 
caring about the people they serve. This sense was acutely expressed by people who are 
homeless or at risk of becoming homeless, but frustration and hopelessness were also heard in 


the voices of overworked service providers, advocates and politicians. 


Although this report contains a close examination of the gaps in our system of caring for people. 
it is Important to say that people are doing an extraordinary job of coping in very difficult 
situations. People who are homeless or at risk of homelessness are working in creative and 
collective ways to have their needs met, and service providers have modified the way they serve 
people to cope with the extreme daily pressures of their work. However. while we note the 
resiliency, dedication and creativity of community members. we cannot resolve the homelessness 
problem on our own. It is essential that all levels of government commit to being part of the 


solution by working with communities across the province and the country to end homelessness. 
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STRATEGIES AND RECOMMENDATIONS 


The working group that lead this project did not prioritize the following strategies. We feel that 
they are all important and essential elements to the long and short-term resolution of 


homelessness in our community. 


Recommendation #1 


The current process of collecting statistics around evictions does not provide the community with 
much information about how the process is impacting tenants. We recommend that the Social 
Housing and Access Committee (SHAC) work with the Housing Tribunal and the Province so 
that an adequate system of obtaining information around eviction rates and the situations that 


result in evictions can be established and shared with community groups. 


Recommendation #2 


More women and children are relying on soup kitchens for their food. Traditionally these 
programs were designed for men and some women and children feel uncomfortable in these male 
dominated environments. We recommend that the work to make soup kitchens more accessible 
for women and children continue by talking to women and including them in the process of 


change. 


Recommendation #3 


The dramatic increase in the number of rental units that have been converted to condominiums 
since the introduction of the Tenant Protection Act may represent a threat to the current rental 
housing stock, but we need more information and time to fully assess what this increase means. 
We recommend that The Social Housing and Access Committee (SHAC) continue to monitor the 
situation with respect to the rates of conversions of rental housing to condominiums so that we 


may fully understand its impact on our housing stock. 
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Recommendation #4 


We recommend that institutions and community members come together to look at the discharge 


processes in this community and what resources we need to make them work more effectively. 


Recommendation #5 


Oftentimes people are vulnerable to homelessness because they find it difficult to handle life 
stresses. This is made all the more difficult if they have not had the opportunity to work through 
past physical, emotional or sexual abuse. Services to help people do that work are often 
expensive or have long waiting lists. We recommend that we work as a community to ensure 
people who need counseling can access free services when they are living in vulnerable 


economic situations. 


Recommendation #6 


There is a concern that some social service agency staff are not able to meet the multiple and 
complex needs of people who are homeless or at risk of losing their housing. Therefore we 
recommend that the Regional Advisory Committee on Food and Shelter develop a joint staff 
training program to ensure all staff throughout the community are trained about the realities of 


homelessness. 


Recommendation #7 


Each organization in the city has their own schedule for when people can access their soup 
kitchen or foodbank. Unfortunately, although this makes sense for each organization, it is 
difficult for people to remember all the schedules. We recommend that Regional Advisory 
Committee on Food and Shelter work with soup kitchens and food banks to develop a more co- 
ordinated and simplified schedule of days and times when people can access food programs in 


the Region. 
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Recommendation #8 


There are a number of places where people can go to get a free lunch or dinner in the city, but 
unless an individual is staying in a shelter, there are no breakfast programs they can access. We 
recommend that the Region fund breakfast programs for all people who need food at that time of 


day. 


Recommendation #9 


The current shelter system has difficulty responding to the needs of families with teenage sons 
and those with adult females and males. We recommend that the Region study the emergency 
housing needs of families and how we can more effectively meet their need for shelter and that 


the recommendations of this study be implemented. 


Recommendation #10 


We know that seniors are vulnerable to becoming homeless because they live on fixed incomes 
and can be mentally and/or physically frail. We have also learned that the existing shelter 
system is still struggling to meet the specific needs of seniors. We recommend that the Region 
study the emergency housing needs of seniors and how we can more effectively meet their need 


for shelter and that the recommendations of this study be implemented. 


Recommendation #11 
Some tenants remain in units they cannot afford until they are evicted because they cannot afford 
to move out of the unit. Other people stay in accommodation that is unsafe or inadequate for 


similar reasons. We recommend that the Region support the establishment of a co-operative 


moving program, which could help move tenants for an affordable (or free) cost. 
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Recommendation #12 


People who are receiving social assistance often find it difficult to secure adequate housing 
because they are unable to pay first and last month’s rent. Other individuals and families find 
themselves in a financial crisis which results in their not being able to pay one or two month's 
rent. This leaves them vulnerable to eviction. We recommend that the Region assist in funding 
H.E.L.P. (Housing Emergency Loan Program) which will provide emergency financial resources 


for tenants who are at risk of becoming homeless. 


Recommendation #13 


There is some concern over the variation in quality of Second Level Lodging Homes. Some of 
this might be addressed by providing increased training and support to staff within these homes. 
We recommend that the Region work with support agencies to identify training programs and 


support needs for staff in Second Level Lodging Homes. 


Recommendation #14 


In addition to training staff in Second Level Lodging Homes, we recommend that the Second 
Level Lodging Home licensing body look into the possibility of tying mandatory staff training to 


licensing. 


Recommendation #15 


There is increasing pressure from institutions to have people placed back in the community as 
quickly as possible. This often makes it difficult to match people with the appropriate 
community resources. A number of crisis/transition beds would provide the time necessary to 
connect people with the appropriate community resources. We recommend the establishment of 
crisis/transitional beds for people who are recently discharged from hospital so that community 
organizations can match them with the supports and resources they need to live in the 


community. 
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Recommendation #16 


Our research suggests that there are some creative. effective supportive housing programs in our 
community and other communities in Ontario. Having descriptions of these projects may help us 
implement these effective programs more broadly. We recommend that a process of gathering 
descriptions of effective supportive housing programs begin and those models used to guide the 


development of a varied continuum of supportive housing. 


Recommendation #17 


Recently the Housing Development:Group completed a report and recommendations as to how 
the Region could meet the supportive housing needs of people with mental health issues. We 
recommend that the Region ensure that the recommendations of the Housing Development 


Group are implemented to provide an effective system of support. 


Recommendation #18 


The Housing Help Centre will be devolved from the province to the Region in the year 2000. 
We recommend that the Region of Hamilton-Wentworth continue to support the Housing Help 
Centre at the same level of funding for the special role it performs in reaching out to those who 


are homeless or at risk of losing their housing. 


Recommendation #19 


The stress of having to move out of a men’s shelter every seven days makes it difficult to provide 
men with the support and stability necessary to get off the streets. We recommend that the 
“seven day rule” be changed so that men could remain in a shelter for the length of time deemed 


necessary to obtain more secure and appropriate housing. 
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Recommendation #20 


Many people in our community hold stereotypes about people who are homeless which makes it 
difficult to meet the needs of this vulnerable group. We recommend that the Regional Advisory 
Committee on Food and Shelter and the Social Housing and Access Committee (SHAC) work 
together to develop public education campaigns that can increase public understanding of the 


issues facing people who are homeless. 


Recommendation #21 


We recommend that when services are proposed. there should be a request tor proposals so that 


the community can have input into the process. 


Recommendation #22 


We recommend that Regional, Provincial and Federal governments provide the funding 
necessary to annually update this report. This would help to ensure that a current, accurate 
picture of homelessness in our community is always accessible. This would help the Regional 
Advisory Committee on Food and Shelter provide accurate information for service and funding 


purposes. 


Recommendation #23 


We recommend that the existing non-profit, public and supportive housing stock be re-examined 
and reorganized to respond to the existing needs of the community and thereby reduce vacancy 
rates. This involves three important steps: 


1) An exploration of successful models of housing and the possibility of the current 
stock being adapted to reflect the successes of these models. 

1) Participation of consumer groups and regional committees to ensure that the 
developrnent of such housing fits within an overall community plan for meeting 
shelter needs. 

111) An efficient process to implement these changes and to ensure that housing stock 
remains flexible to meet ever changing housing needs. 


1] 
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Recommendation #24' 


Current drop-ins were designed to meet the needs of single men, who have traditionally made up 
the largest proportion of people who are homeless. This means that many other groups of people 
feel uncomfortable in those contexts. This is particularly problematic for youth of colour who 
are vulnerable to racism in mainstream drop-ins. We recommend that the Province and Region 
work to develop drop-ins to meet the needs of immigrants and refugees, visible minority youth, 


and women and children. 


Recommendation #25 


To ensure that people who are homeless are able to have a continuity of support and access to 
programs, we recommend that the Region and Province immediately establish stable funding for 


the Wesley Urban Ministry’s 24-hour drop-in. 


Recommendation #26 


It remains difficult for people who are transient, illiterate or for whom English is not a language 
they are comfortable communicating in to remain on the social housing waiting list. We 
recommend that the Community Housing Access Network (CHAN) work with the Province to 
explore ways to ensure that people with literacy or language difficulties remain on the list despite 


problems in responding to written requests for information. 


Recommendation #27 


Our research process found that there are some people whose desperate need for affordable 
housing may not be recognized by the modified chronological system that the Community 
Housing Access Network uses to create their waiting list. We recommend that the Community 
Housing Access Network (CHAN) work with the Province to explore how people are affected by 


the current waiting list model and the ways that it might be adapted to meet people's needs more 


effectively. 
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Recommendation #28 


We recommend that the Regional Advisory Committee on Food and Shelter receive funding 
from the Province and the Region to be involved in a research process to explore creative ways 
to think about food security and to develop an effective education program to engage the broader 


community on these issues. 


Recommendation #29 


Current outreach programs such as Crisis Outreach and Support Time (COAST) and the 
Assertive Outreach Team when working in conjunction with other outreach workers, have been 
very effective at meeting the needs of people who are homeless and/or have mental health issues 
and/or are vulnerable to losing their housing. However. they are overwhelmed and are unable to 
meet the needs of many people without having a comprehensive 24-hour program of support. 
We recommend that the Region and Province work to expand our local outreach team to 
effectively meet the needs of people who have mental health and/or addiction issues, have 


developmental or physical challenges and/or are struggling with issues of homelessness. 


Recommendation #30 


People who are homeless often experience increased health problems as a result of poor 
nutrition, exposure to harsh temperatures, inadequate sleep and having to continually walk the 
streets. These people also find it difficult to access services because there are long waiting lists 
and they often do not have calendars or watches to attend an appointment that is arranged for 
some future date. We recommend that the Province increase access to dental care and other 


needed health services for people who are homeless. 
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Recommendation #31 


We recommend that the Region fund breakfast programs for people who are not spending the 


night in a shelter, but who need food at that time of the day. 


Recommendation #32 


Tenants continue to be confused about the new Tenant Protection Act. Many people are unsure 
of their rights and responsibilities. Some tenants also state that they still face discrimination in 
the rental housing market. We recommend that the Region and Province provide resources to 
Tenant Organizations such as the Hamilton and Area Coalition of Tenant Associations to provide 
education for tenants. This organization has had extensive experience in these areas and 


provides an important service to the community because it is lead by tenants themselves. 


Recommendation #33 


Many people who are homeless have multiple problems that they are trying to address. They are 
also often fearful of approaching traditional health care services because of negative past 
experiences and/or shame. We recommend that the Ministry of Health fund an integrated health 
care outreach team which can enhance current outreach teams in the region and address the 


health issues of people who are homeless. 


Recommendation # 34 


Waiting lists for safe, medium term housing for women who are leaving abusive situations are 
very long. We recommend that the Province reinstate and stabilize funding to Second Stage 


Housing so that this community can meet the medium term needs of women leaving abusive 


situations. 
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Recommendation #35 


Poverty remains one of the single most important factors leading to homelessness. Current 
social assistance levels result in people being extremely vulnerable to losing their housing or 


being unable to secure adequate housing. We recommend the re-establishment of social 


assistance rates to the level they were before the 21.6% cuts along with a renewed commitment 


to create a formula which would base social assistance rates on the average rent of a vacant 


rental market unit. 


Recommendation #36 


There are some people in the Region who find it difficult to manage their money and want 
support to ensure that their bills are paid on time. Without this support some people are 
vulnerable to becoming homeless. We recommend that the Province immediately re-establish 
the Voluntary Trustee Program so that people can have support to manage their money if they 


feel they require that help. 


Recommendation #37 


Our research clearly shows that youth are vulnerable to becoming homeless. The current 


policies regarding whether youth can access social assistance programs results in some youth 


having to survive without any income whatsoever. We recommend that the Province ensure that 


17 and 18 year olds can receive social assistance without having to meet the requirement of 


school attendance. This is especially important for youth who are unable to access school as a 


result of missing the enrollment deadline or because of a documented inability to manage within 


the school system. 
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Recommendation #38 


It is clear from our research that many youth who are living with borderline psychiatric or 
developmental problems or who are homeless or who are trying to leave abusive family 
situations are not having their needs met by the mainstream school system. Waiting lists for 
alternative schools are quite long. We recommend that the Ministry of Education increase the 
resources committed to providing alternative schools for youth who cannot manage within the 


mainstream school system. 


Recommendation #39 


Upon release from prison many people are vulnerable to becoming homeless because they have 
lost their accommodation, their belongings and have been cut off Ontario Disability Support 
Program (ODSP). We recommend that ODSP be automatically reinstated for people after their 


incarceration. 


Recommendation #40 


We recommend that the Provincial and Federal governments renew their commitment to 
developing non-profit housing for families with low incomes, youth, seniors, women and singles 


in need of permanent affordable housing. 


Recommendation #41 


Soup kitchens and foodbanks are not a sustainable or adequate solution to the problem of hunger 
in our community. They are bandages that are only effective when they are combined with 
efforts to address the root causes of hunger. This includes ensuring the continuation of local 
food programs such as collective kitchens and community gardens. but also requires a broader 
examination of how we create food security in our communities. We recommend that Federal. 
Provincial and Regional programs commit to ensuring local food security throughout the 


country. 
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Recommendation #42 


People who are homeless are vulnerable to being robbed and do not have secure places to keep 
their belongings. As a result, many lack identification which makes it difficult to secure health 
care or social assistance. We recommend that the Federal government provide money to 


Regional Municipalities for the purpose of helping people secure adequate identification. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 


1.1 Why A Report For Hamilton-Wentworth? 


Homelessness has increasingly been identified as a major problem in Ontario. We are seeing 
larger numbers of people living in poverty and youth spending time on the streets. More people 
with mental health issues are unable to find the support they need to remain connected to family. 
social support and shelter. We also know that increasing numbers of people are unable or afraid 
to leave substandard housing, and we see the numbers of people needing food assistance 


increasing. 


In response to an increase in public awareness, the provincial government struck a Task Force on 
Homelessness. The Task Force visited Hamilton in March 1998 to hear from regional 
government officials. service providers and citizens about their issues and experiences with 
homelessness in our community. With the release of the Task Force on Homelessness report and 
the “Taking Responsibility for Homelessness: An Action Plan for Toronto” (also known as the 
Golden Report), a number of local housing activists recognized the need for a broad report on the 
state of housing and homelessness in the Hamilton- Wentworth community. We hoped that such 
a report would provide us with the type of information we would like to present to others. 
including the government, about homelessness in our Region. At the same time we hoped to 
build on work already being done in our community especially the Housing Development 
Group's report “Supported Housing for People with Severe and Persistent Mental IlIness: A 


Plan for Hamilton-Wentworth”. 


Although the Golden report provides a comprehensive picture of homelessness. it was not 
designed to take into account how this phenomenon looks in regions outside of Toronto. While 
there are many ways in which homelessness in Hamilton- Wentworth 1s similar to and shaped by 
Toronto's experience, our region also has a number of features that result in a unique local 


experience of homelessness. With a population of 459, 656, we are significantly smaller than 
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Toronto and have been able to use that size advantage to build strong relationships between 
organizations. This has meant that we are often able to create networks of services to assist 
people. It is true that there are community gaps. but when viewed within the context of the 
concrete achievements of community partnerships, the future looks hopeful. We are also small 
enough that the faces of individual experiences have not yet become lost in the mass of people 


experiencing poverty. 


As a result of Hamilton's close proximity to Toronto, many of the issues facing Toronto have an 
effect on our community. Although we have not been able to explore this impact in this report, 

we suspect that as the costs of rental accommodation continue to increase in Toronto, more and 
more people will be forced to relocate to more affordable communities. As Hamilton is one of 

the closest cities with a relatively strong system of social services and more reasonable rental 


rates, it is likely that people will begin to consider Hamilton as an option for a new home. 


Hamilton also has two distinct areas of the city. The downtown is separated from the more 
suburban areas of the city by the escarpment. People tend to live in one area or the other and are 
generally unwilling to relocate either up or down the mountain. This is particularly true for 
people who have spent their lives in the suburbs or in the lower city or if they are raising 
children. For the most part. suburbs are considered a more desirable place to raise children. 
Historically people have not raised their families in apartments, but have instead considered 
single dwelling homes the safest spaces to raise children. They are similarly worried about 
raising families near the downtown where there is a strong perception that crime and drugs are 
more prevalent and that children are more likely to wander the streets in the evening and get into 
trouble. These beliefs shape the Region's divergent vacancy rates (if at all possible most people 
will try to live in the suburbs) while also shaping the choices that people make in order to raise 


their families in what they perceive as safe, secure environments. 
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Our community 1s also distinct in how our labour force creates paths to homelessness. We have 
a strong manufacturing base, which employs 21% of our population (CompuServe and Statistics 
Canada, 1996). This percentage is in decline, which has a continuous impact on members 


(particularly men) of our community. 


We also receive the second greatest number of immigrants and refugees in the province. Once 
they are settled, these people contribute a broad set of skills and experience to our community, 
but when they first arrive they are often in need of housing. income support. interpreter support. 
food and social support. Without the provision of services in a culturally sensitive manner. 
these members of our community are also vulnerable to becoming underhoused and ultimately 


homeless. 


We also find that people come into the Hamilton- Wentworth Region through the Provincial 
Detention Centre and the Hamilton Psychiatric Hospital. Both of these institutions facilitate a 
phenomenon. referred to as “urban drift”. Individuals leave their home communities and find 
themselves confined within these institutions. They begin to make connections here and upon 
discharge decide to stay within the city. Without strong supports to help these people 


reintegrate into daily life, we find that they are also vulnerable to becoming homeless. 


Similarly, the Hamilton Health Science Corporation provides medical care to an increasingly 
large catchment area, drawing people into the city who need ongoing medical care. As more 
people come into the city to receive these resources. a proportion of them will be experiencing 


financial strains which make them vulnerable to becoming homeless. 


In addition to the factors that make us distinct. our Region also shares the struggles of other 

communities in the Province. When social assistance rates were cut by 21.6% in 1995, we found 
that people had to choose between paying their rent and getting enough food. Many families and 
individuals choose to pay their rent. which means they are forced to access foodbanks by the end 
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of each month. These families also have to make choices to have extended family members 
raise their children because they cannot afford to do so themselves. Similar to other Regions, 
we have been impacted by the cuts to non-profit housing programs and shifts in mental health 
funding. These cuts have been most acutely felt by the most vulnerable members of our 
communities and have eroded the safety net that once helped to decrease the anguish and 
desperation of living in poverty. This does not just impact individuals, but also shapes the 


overall health of our community. 


While this report cannot possibly address the full range of issues that shape homelessness in our 
communities, it does provide many of the statistics around service use, housing affordability and 
access, and community health. It also provides a fairly comprehensive picture of the strengths 
and gaps we have in preventing and addressing homelessness. However, more work is needed to 
create a complete picture of housing/homelessness. An in-depth analysis of how to create a more 
flexible and comprehensive system of permanent, affordable/supportive housing is needed. 
There is a need for more participatory research, which should be developed and conducted by 
people who are living in poverty. We also need to begin projects that focus on specific 
vulnerable groups. Hopefully this report will provide the opportunity to begin discussions about 
implementing supports for people who are at risk of becoming homeless or are already without 


adequate, appropriate housing. 


1.2 Why Now? 


In 1995, the Health of the Public Project provided us with a comprehensive analysis of 
homelessness, especially in relation to mental health issues. However, it was conducted prior to 
the 21.6% cut to social assistance rates that occurred in the fall of 1995. The almost one-quarter 
drop in income for social assistance recipients was not followed by a parallel drop in market 
rental rates. Since this time, anecdotal evidence suggests that homelessness has worsened, 


especially among youth, while the reasons for it remain complex and difficult to solve. 
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Organizations are also becoming overwhelmed with the increasing numbers of people who are 
coming to them for help. The whole social service sector has faced a decrease in funding while 
simultaneously experiencing an increase in the number of people who need assistance. The 
Housing Help Centre (HHC), where people receive assistance to find housing. has never had so 
many people use their service as they did in 1998. That year they had more than 18.000 requests 
for assistance (HHC statistics. 1999). At the same time, organizations throughout the city who 
were providing 6,000 meals a month in 1996 now provide somewhere between 10. 000 or 


11, 000 ( Mahoney, 1999). 


These agencies have found themselves in the position of having to meet the needs of people in 
poverty without having sufficient resources. Foodbanks do not receive funding for food and rely 
on an ever-depleting number of donations and volunteers to collect these donations. Other 
organizations are trying to provide trustee programs without funding. The list continues, with 
staff trying to find the resources to pay for someone's replacement ID. organizations providing 
haircuts, résumé help, telephone access, informal interpretation services: all without the support 


of government dollars or public awareness. 


These practices are invaluable to trying to relieve much of the suffering experienced by people in 
poverty and also to providing those services that are required to reduce the barriers for people to 
become connected with social. economic. health, food and housing resources. But we live ina 
time where there seems to be an increasing shift to privatization. We need to begin to take stock 
of the number of services that we provide without government assistance. We also need to look 
at how the strain of overloading affects our organizations, staff and inevitably the people who 


need their services. 


The trends described in this report suggest that we need to begin to take action now. while we 
can still stop what seems to be a growing problem of poverty. To do this effectively we need to 


begin to analyze our city. It is important that this analysis be broad based and provide both 
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statistical information and space for the stories of people who are struggling to live in poverty or 
those who are working with people in poverty. This report was developed at this time, as an 
attempt to try to begin to create such a body of material that could be used to begin the 
development of strategies for change. However, gaps in data and the limited resources available 
for this project has meant that this is only a starting point. More research is needed for us to 


fully understand the impact of poverty on our community, 


1.3 Our Process 


As members of the Social Housing and Access Committee (SHAC) and Regional Food and 
Shelter Advisory Committee, we decided in January 1999 to research the issue of homelessness 
in the Hamilton-Wentworth community. While the Golden Report (Taking Responsibility for 
Homelessness: An Action Plan for Toronto) tried to connect issues of homelessness across the 
country, in some ways it was not applicable to our local situation. To appropriately address the 
issue in Hamilton, we felt that we needed to assess the strengths and weaknesses of our 
community and determine, to the best of our ability. who the faces are on our streets, and how 


many people are homeless and using emergency hostel and drop-in services. 


The purpose of this report is to provide information to community members and decision-makers 
on the issue of homelessness and the factors that play into homelessness in our community. 

Once complete, it is hoped that this information will guide the creation and implementation of 
community-based solutions to homelessness while also giving direction to needed government 


programs. 


This project was designed to include the following information: a demographic description of the 
Hamilton-Wentworth community; a compilation of existing indicators of community health; 
collection and compilation of housing/homelessness indicators; quantitative data on the numbers 


of people using emergency services; qualitative data collection of the experiences of people 


ir) 
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using shelters/hostels; and the effect of the modified chronological system for social housing on 


that waiting list. 


The homelessness research previously conducted but not released by the Social Planning and 


Research Council was incorporated into the body of this report. 


1.4 The Health of Our Community 


Homelessness is not an issue that can be studied in 

isolation. There is not one cause of homelessness. There 

are many. Homelessness is one of the saddest indicators of 

an unhealthy society and community. As homelessness 

increases, the health and well being of our city and region 

declines. This issue concerns us all. 
There are numerous studies that show how social and economic factors combine to create 
healthy or unhealthy communities, and how "these elements are inter-connected. Unemployment 
may bring poverty; poverty can determine the type of housing a family has; lack of education 
may limit earning power; poverty and early childhood development may limit the educational 
opportunities people have" (Townson, 1999, pp.). Although some of us may try to avoid seeing 


the impacts this has on our community, it becomes hard to ignore the numbers of young people 


who are facing incarceration and families who use foodbanks. 


New research is also showing the connection between health and equality. "Researchers are now 
finding that, in the developed world, it is not the richest countries which have the best health, but 
the most egalitarian" (Townson, 1999, pp.). And in Canada there is increasing inequality of 
income between the rich and the poor. In Ontario in 1973, the richest 10% of families made nine 
times more than the poorest 10% of families; by 1996 the richest 10% of families made 229 
times more than the poorest 10% of families (Yalnizyan. 1998). During this same time period 
families. with children in the middle-range income bracket shrunk from 60% to 40% (Yalnizyan, 


1998). 
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These reports do not bode well for the health of our community, or for those people whose lives 
are continually in crisis and for whom little help is available. We need to reflect upon the 
indicators of homelessness in the context of changes to social and economic policy that have 
contributed to the growing disparity outlined above. We must do so before we can develop 
strategies that will successfully address the issues of homelessness and crisis in our community. 
As important is the need to recognize that homelessness does not have to exist, that there are 
solutions. There are other countries that do not have people living on the streets. During a 
conversation with Annika Baude (a professor at Sweden's Centre for Working Life) 

Linda McQuaig had to explain what a foodbank was. and Ms. Baude was equally surprised to 
hear that there were people who are homeless in Canada. "In such a cold country?” she asked. 
"Where do they sleep?" When I found myself describing people sleeping over grates or huddled 


in alcoves I was struck anew by the horror of what I was saying" (McQuaig, 1993, p.71). 
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2.0 WHAT DOES HOMELESSNESS LOOK LIKE HERE? 


Homelessness is a complex problem, which grows out of many issues in our community. These 
issues interact in ways that make homelessness very difficult, but not impossible. to solve. As 


issues change over time, so do the faces of those who are homeless. 


Single men have traditionally been the largest group of people who are visibly homeless. The 
last study conducted on homelessness in our community. a Health of the Public Project titled 
"Homelessness and Mental Illness in Hamilton-Wentworth Region." in 1995 (Schofield and 
Cook) found that in Hamilton, men were five times more likely to experience living in a shelter 
or on the streets than women. A study of hostel users in Toronto came to similar conclusion: 


71% of the homeless population were men (Breaking the Cycle of Homelessness, 1998). 


There are a significant number of people who are homeless who also experience mental illness. 
Schofield and Cook (1995) found that 36% of the people they identified as homeless in 
Hamilton-Wentworth also had a mental illness. The Mayor's Homelessness Action Task Force 
in Toronto also found that between 30 and 35% of the people who are homeless in that city have 
a mental illness (Taking Responsibility for Homelessness. 1999). What is unclear is if the 
mental illness was present when the person became homeless. or whether the stress and strain of 
living on the streets resulted in deteriorating mental health. As well. mild forms of mental illness 
would certainly be exacerbated by living in the very poor, high-risk conditions which are part of 
being homeless. Whatever led to the person’s current mental health state. it is clear that people 
need secure, adequate housing before other supports or treatments can be effective. Adequate 
housing. combined with supportive services. meaningful daily activity in the community 
(including work). and access to appropriate therapy. is the necessary framework to address 


mental health and chemical dependency problems (Raising the Root. 1999). 
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Mental illness intensifies the problem of homelessness because the behaviour of people who are 
ill may make it more difficult for them to access the shelter system (Schofield and Cook, 1995). 
Substance abuse further exacerbates the problem of homelessness and mental illness in 
Hamilton-Wentworth, with 41% of people experiencing all three conditions (Schofield and 
Cook, 1995). A recent study by Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) found that 
66% of shelter users in Toronto had a lifetime diagnosis of mental illness (Breaking the Cycle of 
Homelessness, 1998). A lifetime diagnosis is a term used to describe an individual who has been 
diagnosed with a mental illness at some point in their life, but may not be ill at the time of the 


survey. 


While single men still make up the majority of the homeless population youth, families and 
elderly persons are becoming more visibly homeless. One Toronto study found that the fastest 
growing group of people experiencing homelessness are youth under 18 and families with 
children (Mayor’s Homelessness Action Task Force Report, 1999). While youth comprised only 
10% of shelter users in Toronto, they are significant among the squatting population and often 
live in insecure housing, doubled up with friends (Background Paper for Homeless Action Task 
Force, 1998). There are also more families and elderly persons facing homelessness. Particularly 
vulnerable are those families who are refugees or are sponsored immigrants. Many of these 
people are living in conditions that are sometimes overcrowded and/or abusive. The elderly who 
are living in abusive or extremely isolated situations are also vulnerable to becoming homeless. 
Many of the forms of abuse these groups are experiencing do not meet the criteria to access the 
priority list for non profit housing forcing them to have few options and a long wait for 


affordable housing. 


Women also experience homelessness, but it is often a less visible experience than that of men. 
A large number of women find themselves without homes because they have been forced to 


leave an abusive relationship. Some of the other reasons women might find themselves 
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homeless include poverty, death or separation from a partner, addiction issues. and life crises or 


as a result of a mental health crisis. 


2.1 Where Are They Homeless? 


People who are homeless may find themselves sleeping in alleys, on park benches. temporarily 
staying with family members, sleeping on a friend's couch, in an underground parking lot. in an 
abandoned building or sometimes they will access an emergency shelter. The following tables 
provide a picture of the number of people who were using the shelter system on two different 
dates (a description of the methodology can be found in Appendix A). It is important to note that 
some of the beds in the women's shelters are geared towards meeting the needs of women who 
are leaving abusive situations. We have tried to highlight that distinction so that the specific 


ways in which women find themselves without shelter can be made clearer. 


2.1.1 Hostel Use 


There are three hostels with over 100 beds for men in Hamilton-Wentworth. For women there 
are five hostels/shelters with 95 beds. Approximately 76 of these beds are for women who are 
without homes as a result of domestic violence while the remainder is for women who are 
without homes for any other reason. The Wesley Centre night drop-in has makeshift mattresses 
where men and women can stay the night. There is one shelter for youth. which has 19 beds and 
three emergency mattresses available. For a more in-depth look at shelter use statistics see 


Table Tl. 
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Table 1: Number of People Who Accessed Overnight Sleeping Services on 
June 19 and November 19, 1998 


Name of Agency | June 19, 1998 November 19, 1998 


Available # 
people 


Occupancy # Available # people 
Rate people Space turned 
turned away 
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* Wesley Centre Drop-In has no beds, but does provide mats on the floor. The numbers in this 
table represent the people who slept overnight. a significantly higher number of people accessed 


the emergency overnight drop-in, but did not sleepover. 
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** Interval House provides services solely for women who are leaving an abusive situation. 
They do not collect statistics daily because women stay for longer lengths of time. Numbers 
provided for June 19 and November 19 are approximations based on the number of people who 


stayed in June and November by their length of stay, divided by days in the month. 


***N ote: The numbers of beds for Inasmuch House are split between those designated tor 
women who are leaving an abusive situation and those who are homeless for other reasons. The 


bracketed number represents women who are homeless for reasons other than abuse. 
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Table 2: Number of People Who Accessed Overnight Sleepin Services for the Months of 
June and November, 1998 


# people # people 
turned turned 


away 


5 


Interval House 35) 


9) 
in a Ce 
Native Women’s Centre 80% Not. 23 53.6% Not 
available available 
Good Shepherd 75.5% 87.7% 


Source: SPRC Homelessness Survey 


Martha House 


'Occupancy rate is calculated by the number of people (X) length of stay, divided by total number of beds 
available that month. Length of stay is not recorded on this chart due to space limitations. 


> Wesley Centre Drop-In is a drop-in centre only. It provides mats for sleeping, but does not have a stable 
number of beds. Therefore, an occupancy rate for Wesley Centre cannot be provided. 
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Table 3: Emergency Hostels Occupancy Rates, 1989-1998: 
For beds funded by Regional Community Services 


1989 | 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 | 1997 | 1998 
— 
Hostels 
Total spaces ee 41039° | 55814 | 46694 | 46694 | 47424 | 44202 29549 ia 
available 
Number of 29944 | 21523 25650 | 22558 29368 OeSAAS) |) OWA |) SOIR || BSF 
ann 

a 


Average | Average stay _| 


le 


Family and 


Occupancy 46.9% | 52.4% 45.9% | 48.3% | 60.8% | 61.9% | 45% ai ee 2% 
rate” 
Special 


Hostels SaannAAAE 


Total spaces 32467 33470 43046 | 43046 | 43046 | 40493 | 38608 | 36480 | 9120° 
available 


Number of 19892 20047 25080 733 29695 | 29611 28074 | 28438 | 28207 | 7193 

residents 

fren [Ee [Ea a oa 
available available 


Occupancy 61.3% | 59.9% 71.6%: | 63.5% 68.8% 

rate 
Total 49836 41570 50730 | 4989] 58075 58979 
number of 
residents 


Source: SPRC Homelessness Survey 


* Statistics for the year 1990 are only available for the months from January to October. 
* Occupancy rates have been rounded to the nearest .5%. 


> In 1998, MCSS became responsible for funding to Violence Against Women beds: therefore. the number of 
beds funded by the region dropped significantly in this category. 
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Table 4: Number of Patients with No Fixed Address who Visited the Four Main Hamilton 


Hospitals in June 1998. 


Total # of 
Patients in 
November 


Total # of 
Patients in 


# of Patients in June by 
Gender 


Female Male 
Patients Patients 
ae Bk aoa 
Henderson & 
General 


eam ei 
Total # of ee aS 34 


Name of the Hospital 


(3 female, 13 
male) 


20 (all at the 
General) 


Shelters are finding themselves straining to meet the complex needs of the people who are 


Patients 


Source: SPRC Homelessness Survey 


coming to them for assistance. They are reporting increasing numbers of people with mental 
health issues coming for assistance as well as a growing youth population. Both of these groups 
present specific needs that require staff who have a specific skill set to create a safe, supportive 
atmosphere. Instead existing staff struggle to meet people’s needs and rely on services such as 
the Crisis Outreach and Support Team (COAST) and the Assertive Outreach Team for added 
support. However, these programs do not operate 24 hours a day and are also finding themselves 
overwhelmed by the needs of the community. Without 24 hour outreach programs, people 
continue to fall through the cracks because their crisis does not occur at a time of day when the 
people who might be able to provide adequate support are available. Generally these programs 
\vere established to fill the gaps of other services in the hours when mainstream agencies were 
closed. but this has created a difficulty in providing a continuity of care because many of the 
individuals who use their services are not well connected to community resources. 


See Recommendation #29, and Recommendation #6 
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There are also certain groups who have needs the shelter system finds difficult to address. Men's 
shelters are not designed to meet the needs of children so they cannot provide adequate support 
for single fathers while women's shelters find it difficult. if not impossible. to respond to the 
needs of families who have a male child over the age of fourteen. Although the Region does 
have a small program to respond to the short-term needs of families needing shelter. it is difficult 
to qualify for this program. More often, families are required to split up with the male adult 
going to a men’s shelter and the woman taking the children to a women's shelter. This type of 
situation is difficult for all families, but can be especially traumatic for families who are 
refugees. These families have already had to separate from family. friends and communities and 
further separation increases stress. As a result, families often.remain in abusive or inadequate 


situations. 


Shelters are also straining to meet the needs of seniors and youth whose needs are often outside 
of those of the general shelter population. Although the new youth shelter. Notre Dame, has 
relieved some of the strain, the numbers of youth needing shelter mean that some are still 
seeking emergency shelter support through the adult system. Seniors often have specific 
physical and mental health issues, which are a challenge to the shelter system. 


See Recommendation #9, and Recommendation #10 


People in the community also expressed a need for support for people who are living in shelters. 
This support is important for coping with the stress of living in a shelter, but is also necessary for 
helping a person find the resources they need to connect with community resources. This 
reconnection may include finding adequate affordable housing. addressing a mental health or 
addiction issue, getting much needed health or dental care etc. Although women's shelters were 
designed with the provision of this type of support, men's shelters were not initially set up to 


respond to the needs of men in this way. See Recommendation #19 
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While we recognize the need to enhance the shelter system, those involved in this project 
repeatedly stated that the shelter system is not an adequate response to homelessness. Shelters 
are only appropriate when they exist within a system where affordable. adequate. permanent 
housing is available for people. Participants expressed a grave concern that we ensure that this 
community does not head in the direction of some American communities where shelters have 
become permanent homes for a growing number of the poor. Rather than increasing the number 
of shelter beds, participants argued for improvements in the existing system and an increased 
investment in medium and long term affordable, adequate housing possibilities. 


See Recommendation #40 


2.2 Why Are People Homeless? 

Good housing is the foundation on which individuals and families can build a healthy and 
productive life. When most of us think of homelessness, we are concerned about those people 
who we see living on the streets, squatting in abandoned buildings or using the city's shelters. 
These people concern us because they appear to be in the deepest poverty. However. if we only 
looked at this group of people who are homeless we would run into a number of problems. We 
would fail to see people who are not on the street today, but who are still without homes and are 
going to be on the streets tomorrow unless we create the supports and develop the resources to 


provide for their basic shelter and food needs. 


We generally understand there to be three different types of homelessness. The first are those 
people who are situationally homeless which means that their state of being without a home is 
temporary and can be resolved as a specific situation in their life is dealt with. The second group 
is periodically homeless. These people have fairly disadvantaged lives. which leave them at 
constant risk of becoming homeless. These individuals often find themselves without homes, 
then find inadequate shelter that they have trouble paying for and eventually find themselves 


without a home once again. The final group of people who are homeless are chronically 
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homeless. These people have often spent a great deal of their life on the streets and have many 


issues that impede their ability to reconnect to their communities. 


Using only the “chronic definition” of homelessness also fails to take into account that many 
people find themselves on the streets or in a hostel, long after they have lost their "home". but 
only a short time after they have lost their shelter. So we find many women who are homeless 
living under a roof with men who physically, emotionally and/or mentally abuse them and their 
children. We find men, women and families staying on the couch or living room floor of a 
friend's house. We hear about people who try to live in their car for a while and people who are 
living in rooms or apartments without heat, adequate plumbing or in units that would not pass a 
building or fire inspection. We know youth are living in homes where they are facing continued 
sexual abuse. We also know that people who are living with mental health issues or intellectual 
or physical challenges are being victimized by their caregivers. We know of older people who 
are staying in the house where they have lived for years while it is up for sale, knowing they 
have no place to live once the sold sign goes up. Other elderly people are facing economic. 
emotional and physical abuse at the hands of their caregivers. Families are camping 1n the 
summer and people are living in properties designed for business in order to try to secure 


affordable housing. 


By incorporating a definition that includes all types of homelessness we will be able to develop 


strategies of prevention. 


2.2.1 Poverty 


Homelessness and poverty are relentlessly intertwined. People who are homeless are also very 
poor. What is really frightening about this fact is that poverty is on the increase in our 
community. In Hamilton-Wentworth, our poverty rate has increased from 17.4% in 1991, to 
21.9% in 1996 (Statistics Canada. 1991 and 1996 census). In real numbers, this means that 


24.025 more people have fallen into poverty over the last five years. and that the subsequent risk 
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of homelessness for these people has increased. Almost 24% of all households in the region had 
incomes under $20,000, and 69% of households have less than the average income level of 


$49,231. 


People living in poverty are sometimes working at low paying jobs. Others may be living on a 
fixed income such as Old Age Security or Disability. Still others are often trying to survive on 
Ontario Works payments. Once we examine the amount of money that people receive when 
trying to survive on these benefits, it is clear that those who rely on social assistance are poor and 


some are desperately poor (Poverty Profile. 1999). 


Changes to levels of social assistance are fixed by government policy. This makes them different 
from wages, salaries or income from investments. Benefit rates or incomes are instead a 
reflection of the political will of governments or a set of values about social programs held by 
some in the community. Benefit rates don't rise and fall with the shifts in supply and demand in 
the market place, in fact shelter allowances bear no relationship to market trends (Transitions, 
1988). Incomes from these Provincial government sources have been in decline for several years 
in terms of their purchasing power. The most dramatic recent decline took place in October 
1995. when benefit rates for General Welfare Assistance (GWA now Ontario Works) and single 
parents on Family Benefit Assistance (FBA) were reduced by 21.6%. An example of this cut can 


be found in Table 5 below where the changes in Ontario Works benefit levels are shown. 


Our Homes and Our Streets: Homelessness in Hamilton-Wentworth 


| Report of: Food and Shelter Advisory Committee & Social Housing and Access Committee 
In Partnership with: Social Planning & Research Council of Hamilton-Wentworth 


Table 5: Ontario Social Assistance Monthly Benefits 


Individual/ 
Family Unit Basic 


Allowance 


29 


Couple 


Single parent+ 1 | 569 
child* 

Single parent + 2 | 730 
children** 

Couple + | 608 
child* 

Couple + 2 781 
children** 


* child under 12 


Before October 1995 


Maximum 
Shelter 
Allowance 
414 


498 652 


652 


707 


707 


768 


Maximum 
Total 


663 
1150 


1221 


1549 


Basic 
Allowance 


195 
390 
446 
572 


476 


612 


** first child over 12, second child under 12 


Source: Housing Help Centre 1996 


ONTARIO SOCIAL ASSISTANCE MONTHLY BENEFITS (now Ontario works) 
After October 1995 


|} Maximum 
Shelter 
Allowance 


Maximum 
Total 


520 
901 
O57, 
1126 
1126 


1214 


The number of people on social assistance has been steadily decreasing over the past few years: 


from a high of 28.815 people relying on general welfare in 1994 (6.3% of the population) to the 


21,624 people who depended on it in 1997 (3.9% of the population). (Brown. 1999). The 


question is where are these people going. because while the numbers of people on social 


assistance are decreasing, there has not been a parallel increase in the numbers of people 


participating in the labour force. Between 1994 and 1997. the number of people employed rose 


from 311.808 to 313.975 (an increase of 2,167 people). while the number of people on social 


assistance fell by 7,191 in the same period. See Recommendation #35 


For people living in poverty, the barrier to finding affordable housing has less to do with the cost 


of rental accommodation than it has to do with the level of income. At some point. It does not 


matter how affordable housing is: if your income is too low, it is still unaffordable. For some. 


this problem is even more severe because policy changes around who can receive social 


_ assistance has made even this small amount of money inaccessible. For instance. recent 


requirements that youth aged 17 and 18 must attend school in order to receive social assistance is 


a devastating policy change. It means that youth who find themselves needing to access 
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financial resources past the registration deadline or following an expulsion from a school system 
with a zero tolerance policy® will find themselves unable to find financial support. Many of 
these young people have been forced to leave their homes because of family violence and or 


abuse. 


Also, many youth with borderline psychiatric or developmental problems may find that they do 
not qualify for Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) while also finding themselves unable 
to manage within a classroom setting. All of these youth will face extreme poverty without the 
opportunity to access income support programs. This kind of poverty dramatically increases a 


person’s risk of becoming homeless. See Recommendation #37, and Recommendation #38 


When income rates are low, even affordable rental housing becomes too expensive to manage. 

In 1995. 47 % of tenants paid more than 30% of their income to rent while another 23% spent 
more than 50% of their income to cover housing costs. The amount of income tenants spend on 
housing has risen over these five census years, while the amount of income that homeowners pay 
to housing has remained stable. Even more disturbing 1s the fact that these numbers were 
collected before the 1995 cuts to social assistance which would show an even more dramatic 
‘ncrease in the amount of income tenants spent on housing. See Table 2 for complete 


information. 


‘Zero Tolerance” policies vary but they are usually concerned with the school stating a clear intolerance for 


violence and/or drugs. 
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Table 6: Number of People Paying More Than 30% and 50% of Their Income on Housing 


More than 30% of income to More than 50% of income to 
rent/mortgage rent/mortgage 
Hamilton- 1990 1995 1990 1995 
Wentworth 
[5470 (25%) 
Owners 19585 (18%) 5940 (6%) 6525 (6%) 


Ontario 1990 1995 1990 1995 
432915 (33%) 615985 (44%) 194920 (15%) 300645 (22%) 
403785 (18%) 467400 (19%) 135310 (6%) 165005 (7%) 


Source: Statistics Canada Standard Tabulations, 1991 and 1996 Census 


As an individual or family is forced to pay an increasing percentage of their income to rent, they 
are less able to pay for other necessities. The stress of this situation places pressures on families 
or individuals that increase their risk of becoming homeless. As they are forced to make 
impossible choices between food and rent their likelihood of missing rent payments and 
increasing their risk of eviction also increases. At this time the risk of having a mental health 
crisis also increases. Many people find themselves trapped in housing they cannot afford. but 
they also realize that they can not afford to move. Other people manage to move into 
overcrowded or nontraditional (e.g. storefront) accommodation which again increases the 
likelihood of someone becoming homeless because the housing situation is inadequate and often 


not regulated by the Tenant Protection Act. See Recommendation #11, and #12 


Although it is fair to say that most of us would find it difficult to cope if we were asked to live on 
the incomes which are provided by social assistance. some of the people who are doing so are 
not able to manage their money. This inability may be the result of not having a bank account 
and being vulnerable to theft. It may also be the result of a mental health issue. an addiction, an 
intellectual challenge, illiteracy or just being too overwhelmed by life to make effective financial 
decisions. Some of these people would like to have someone help manage their money. At one 
time there were a number of voluntary trustee programs where individuals could get this type of 


support. Trustees were always managing huge caseloads. However. in recent years the Province 
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cut this program leaving even fewer trustee options for people. which increases the risk of 


homelessness. See Recommendation #35 


2.2.2 Discharge Planning 


Urban drift, a phenomenon experienced by large urban centres which have institutions that 
provide services to a large catchment area, also impacts homelessness and poverty rates. In 
Hamilton- Wentworth. the Hamilton Psychiatric Hospital. the Detention Centre and the Hamilton 
Health Science Corporation are among the institutions that draw people into the city from 
surrounding areas. When people are discharged from these institutions. they tend to stay in the 


community where there are resources and services to support them. 


Hamilton-Wentworth Detention Centre: 


Release from prison is often a difficult time due to the uncertainty of the transition as well as a 
lack of money which increases a persons risk of becoming homeless. Often people lose their 
apartments and some. or all, of their belongings while they are in the detention centre. At the 
same time, they may have found themselves cut off from Ontario Disability Support Program 
(ODSP). People without jobs will have to wait until they are released to begin the process of job 
searching or applying for Ontario Works. This often results in people facing extreme financial 
hardship upon release leaving them, once again, vulnerable to crime and homelessness. For 
many people their time in the detention centre is relatively brief (i.e. a couple of months), but 
even this short disruption causes chaos in their income security. They are cut off the caseload 


and must go back through a rather cumbersome application process. 


Without support in the form of pre and post discharge planning. any individual without family or 
friends who can provide support is vulnerable. Of particular concern are those groups who we 

| already know have trouble getting resources such as youth, women, and people with mental 
health issues. Although detention centres are trying to respond to these needs, without effective 


bridges to the community, adequate community supports and more responsive social policies, 
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people remain in vulnerable situations upon discharge. This not only leaves them at a greater 
risk of becoming homeless, but also decreases the likelihood that the cycle of poverty and crime 


they have entered will be broken. See Recommendation #39 


Hamilton Psychiatric Hospital: 


Individuals facing discharge from the Hamilton Psychiatric Hospital are also vulnerable to 
homelessness. As deinstitutionalization and the closing of psychiatric beds and hospitals has 
increased, people are more often discharged while they are still in a vulnerable mental health 
state. Oftentimes people are placed within the community without assessing whether there is a 
good match between the individual and the accommodation in which they are placed. Vacancies 
are often the only criteria used. This may be the only option for the discharge planner. but it may 
also mean that people are not always able to find a supportive housing arrangement which will 


provide them with long or even medium term stability. 


There are no crisis/transition beds in our community to provide time to match an individual with 
the appropriate community resources. Although some individuals are able to access Homes for 
Special Care when they are discharged, many more are returning to conditions that discharge 
planners have probably not had the opportunity to assess, or are placed in whatever Second Level 
Lodging Home has a space and will accept the individual. There seems to be some concern in 
the community that although there are a lot of choices for people around Second Level Lodging 


Homes, the opportunities to get into one of the higher quality homes are extremely limited. 


Community members also expressed a concern that there were no respite beds available for 
caregivers or consumers to access if and when things become overwhelming. 


See Recommendation #13, #14, #15, #16, #17 
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Hospital: 


Discharge from hospital is a particular concern for the elderly. The system pressures to shorten 
hospital stays combined with community resource that still struggle to meet the needs of more 
marginalized seniors, sometimes results in an elderly person being placed, as opposed to 
matched, with appropriate community supports. The concern raised here is not with hospital 
staff. but with the adequacy of community resources and the resources provided to hospital statf 
to facilitate discharges. In addition, families living in poverty are drawn into the city if their child 
requires ongoing care at McMaster’s Children’s Hospital. These families may not have the 
resources to find a place within walking distance of the hospital. as the vacancy rate in the west 


end is much tighter than in other areas of the city See Recommendation #4 


2.2.3 Finding Adequate, Affordable Housing 


Another factor that contributes to homelessness is the struggle to find adequate affordable 
housing. The search process. discrimination and available housing stock all play into a persons 


ability to find adequate affordable housing. 


The Housing Search Process: 


The first barrier that many people face in trying to find adequate affordable housing is the 
housing search process itself. For many people. access to newspapers, telephones, past landlord 
references and transportation makes it difficult to find housing. Our community does have the 
Housing Help Centre which is invaluable to people who are trying to find affordable housing. 
Staff can support people through the housing search process, advocate on behalf of people who 
are at risk of becoming homeless or, work with people who are trying to find adequate housing. 
They have an outreach worker and complete research about the rental market. They also help by 
supplying newspapers, access to telephones and a limited number of bus tickets, but even with 


these services it is often difficult for people to receive phone calls from landlords and to view a 
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lot of places in a wide area. Other people may be experiencing literacy problems. but are too 


ashamed to ask for assistance. 


Programs such as LINKS Voicemail Project that provide voice mail for people who can not 
afford their own phones are vitally important for people who are doing housing or job searches. 
Without funding, this program has been able to provide services to about 350 people in the past 2 
years. The program remains unstable as it is managed by volunteers and is extending the 
resources of organizations such as the Housing Help Centre and the Social Planning and 


Research Council. See Recommendation #18 


Discrimination: 

Discrimination is a huge barrier for many people in order to finding adequate. affordable 
housing. Some landlords do not want to rent to older people because they think they are a fire 
risk, while others do not want to rent to young people because they think they will be loud and 
irresponsible about paying their rent. Other landlords will refuse to make necessary adjustments 
so that their units are accessible to people who are deaf. blind. or have a physical. developmental 
or mental health challenge. Other landlords do not want to rent to people of colour, people with 
children or people living in poverty and people who rely on social assistance for their income. 
As many people within these groups struggle to find adequate housing to begin with. having to 
face discrimination makes that process even harder. For people with few choices this further 
limitation often places them at an even higher risk for becoming homeless. 


See Recommendation #18 and #32 


Available Housing Stock: 


There are approximately 57,200 rental units in the City of Hamilton although the quality that is 
available may limit people’s choices. While we have data that lets us know that Hamilton has a 
particularly old housing stock, we have little data that would allow us to assess the quality of that 


rental stock. Anecdotal evidence from building inspectors suggests that some of the stock in the 
44 


Our Homes and Our Streets: Homelessness in Hamilton-Wentworth 


-t Report of: Food and Shelter Advisory Committee & Social Housing and Access Committee 
In Partnership with: Social Planning & Research Council of Hamilton-Wentworth 


downtown core is in need of major repairs while most of the stock on the mountain is in fair 
condition. However, without concrete data regarding the number of rental units in the city that 
require major repairs we cannot have a clear picture as to the issues tenants are facing around 


maintenance. Unfortunately the 1996 Census the data does not separate out Private Dwellings 


and Rental Dwellings in their description of number of dwellings needing repairs in the Region. 


Table 7: Units In Need of Repairs 


100% 


1996 Total Occupied Private 178, 425 


Dwellings 


1996 Number of Owned 112, 190 62.88% 
Occupied Dwellings 
1996 Number of Rented 66, 230 37.12% 


Occupied Dwellings 
Number of Dwellings requiring 


minor repairs 
Number of Dwellings requiring | 14, 625 8.20% 


major repairs 
Source: Census Data 1996 


48, 505 27.19% 


The number of vacant units also affects housing availability. In October 1998, the overall 
vacancy rate in Hamilton Wentworth was 3.2% and ranged from 6.9% in the downtown core to 
1.6% in Stoney Creek (see table 8). A vacancy rate of 3.2% is considered to provide a healthy 


competitive market, however, the variation in the vacancy rate. Limits tenants choices in 


looking for housing and affects their perception of safety. For many people. the downtown is not 


considered safe, but that is where the housing is available. 


Table 8: Vacancy Rates 


Area Vacancy Rate Average Rent Rent Increase 
97 to 98 


Centre and East Hamilton 
586 3.2% 
D 


03% 
Dundas and Other 


Source: CMHC 1996 
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This is a particular concern for families and the elderly, as the safety of children and older people 
is a high priority. For many people, it is vitally important that they be able to raise their children 
on the mountain or in the East or West areas of the cities where they feel their kids will be safer 
from the drugs and crime that they perceive in the downtown core. Similarly, older people want 
to be able to stay in the areas where they have lived all their lives and where they feel safe and 
secure. This is seldom a possibility for seniors who can only find affordable accommodation in 


the core. 


Another difficulty in finding affordable. adequate housing results from the private market not 
being able to meet the need for affordable housing without taking a loss. In 1998. only 69 out of 
3.222 or 2% of all units in Hamilton CMA were developed as rental housing (which included 15 
units of non-profit housing) (ONPHA 1999). Between 1994 and 1998 there were only 18 private 
rental units developed on an annual average basis. By comparison. CMHC estimates the 
increase in tenant households at over 400 annually between 1996 and 2006 (ONPHA. 1999). 


See Recommendation #23 and Recommendation #40 


The number of conversions from rental properties to condominiums also affects the amount of 
rental housing stock. In the 20 years before the introduction of the Tenant Protection Act (TPA) 
504 units (consisting of 18 applications) had been converted into condominiums with another 
635 (one application) pending council decision. In the six months since the introduction of the 
TPA in June of 1998 there have been 11 applications to convert 482 units. City staff believes 
that this number may represent a backlog where landlords were waiting to make applications 
until the new legislation was brought in. However. further monitoring of this situation is 
necessary to assess whether and how much of the increase is the result of pent-up demand and 
how much the longer term process of maintaining an adequate amount of rental housing stock in 
the Region is being affected. These questions are of particular concern as a large percentage of 
those converted units are on the West Mountain, which has very little affordable, rental 
accommodation. See Recommendation #3 
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Another housing option for people is non-profit or public housing. There are 1.188 co-op units in 
the Region. The Community Housing Access Network (CHAN) co-ordinates access to 11, 016 
units of "not-for-profit" housing managed by its 34 housing provider members. For many 
people, accessing the non-profit and public housing sector becomes a way for accessing safe, 
affordable housing, but problems also exist in this sector. Although there are short or non- 
existent waiting lists for shared or bachelor accommodation in the core, the waiting lists for 
supported one bedrooms or units on the mountain are very long. At the end of April 1999 there 
were 3441 people waiting for non-profit housing on the CHAN waiting list. This number 
included 272 seniors, 2069 families and 1,100 people without dependents (who are not seniors). 
Over one quarter (27%) of these applicants had been on the waiting list since 1993/94. This 
number is particularly disturbing in light of the problems marginal populations have remaining 
on the list. As an applicant must keep their file up to date by responding to the Registry's 
requests for information. As well, people coming to apply for housing may be deterred by the 
long waiting lists. This is especially difficult for people who are living with literacy problems, 
newcomers, people with mental health issues and women and children living in abusive 
situations. The waiting lists may therefore underestimate the actual number of people in need of 


affordable housing. 


Besides the obvious problems with having any waiting list, the modified chronological method 
of organizing the list is unable to recognize the desperate needs of some applicants. For instance 
the definitions used to assess whether an individual can be placed on the priority list under the 
survivor of abuse criteria fails to recognize all the ways in which senior abuse takes place in our 
society (e.g. it does not recognize economic abuse). Although the list does have specific priority 
categories. it is not sensitive to the many factors that shape people's lives and make their need 
for non-profit housing one that requires an immediate response. See Recommendation #23, 26, 


and 27. 
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In order to remain on waiting lists for non-profit housing, people continue to live in 
accommodation that is often inadequate or too expensive. As this continues. their risk of 
becoming homeless also increases. There is variation in the vacancy rates and waiting lists for 
non-profit housing while there is a high vacancy rate in many of the public housing complexes in 
the downtown core. The turnover and demand for a townhouse on the mountain makes this type 
of housing inaccessible for many people. Some non-profit housing that provides shared 
accommodation with support such as St. Matthew's House or Wesley Community Homes have 
either non-existent or short waiting lists. Other places that are in the core, but which offer one- 
bedroom units and on site supports find themselves with low turnover rates and long waiting 
lists. Emmaus Place has a wait list of about five years and a vacancy rate of .01% while Wesley 
Community Homes one bedroom and family units have a 2-5 year waiting list and a vacancy rate 


of .0%. 


For some people housing is only adequate when it includes a component of support. Many of 
these people have mental health issues while others have physical or developmental challenges. 
As was explored in a previous section, the demand for supportive housing particularly for people 
with mental health issues far exceeds the supply. There are also concerns that while some of the 
models of supportive housing are particularly successful. others are less so. We find then that 
some systems such as the second level lodging home system have a relatively high vacancy rate. 
However the vacancy rate is varied across the system with some homes having waiting lists and 
others continuing to have high turnover rates and high vacancy rates. During this research, 
people repeatedly expressed the need to collect descriptions of successful supportive housing 


projects so that they may be implemented more broadly across the Region. 


There is currently quite a significant amount of work being done to adapt the second level 
lodging system to more effectively meet the needs of the tenants who use their services. Legal 
clinics are trying to develop a list of the services offered by the lodging homes so that they can 
check off what they actually provide. At the Regional level there is also work being done to 
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change the by-laws so that there can be additional consistency and protection for tenants of 
lodging homes. However, people still described that there was a need to review the licensing 
process and criteria to see whether there is a way to create a system which still allows operators 
to make a living, but also ensures that tenants receive adequate and appropriate shelter and 


support. 


One of the concerns with the second level lodging home system is that people are placed within 
homes where there are vacancies as opposed to being matched with a home that can effectively 
meet their needs. This may result in two problematic situations. The first is that the placement 
may fail, leaving individuals homeless or institutionalized again. The second is that they lose the 
potential they had to develop the independent living skills, dependent upon those programs. 

Both of these situations result in a costly loss of potential. 


See Recommendation #16 and #17 


2.2.4 Tenants’ Rights 


Another reason for people finding themselves at risk for becoming homeless is that they are not 
sure of their rights as tenants. Many people report confusion over the specific impact of the 
Tenant Protection Act. Some people are even unaware that there has been a legislative change in 


the rights and responsibilities of landlords and tenants. 


Table 9: Contacts with Legal Clinics Re Evictions 


_1 aU 4 SS ee 8080 eee” 


Year Contacts 
Clinics in HW Contacts with Dundurn Clinic ivi Pits ening 
% Change 1995-98 25 230 aS || 


Source: SPRC Homelessness Survey 
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There have also been increases in the number of evictions that are reported by the sheriff's 
service. From June 1997 to June 1998 (the year before the introduction of the Tenant Protection 
Act) there had been 644 evictions. In the year following the introduction of the Act (June 1998 


to June 1999 there were 653 evictions (Simpson. 1999). 


We also know that the Ontario Rental Housing Tribunal. which services the Southern District 
including the Hamilton-Wentworth, Niagara and Halton Regions. has received 5728 applications 
from June 17‘ 1998 until March 1*' 1999. In March 1999 there were 577 applications to 
terminate tenancy for non-payment of rent. Of those 421 had no response from the tenant, but 
we do not have any research that suggests why such a large percentage of tenants are not 
responding to the evictions. During the same month there were 39 applications to terminate 
tenancy and evict for reasons other than non-payment of rent. Of those. 11 received no written 
response from tenants. Again we have no data to understand why tenants are not responding to 
landlord applications, which makes it difficult to understand how tenants are fairing under the 


new system. 


During the same month, tenants brought forth 20 applications regarding tenants rights of which 
23’ were resolved and 20 applications of which 12 were resolved. but we have little data to help 


us understand the particulars of these applications. 


Since the Tenant Protection Act was proclaimed 653 tenants were evicted from June 1998 to 
June 1999. This compares to 644 during June 1997 and June 1998. It will take some time to see 
whether this indicates a significant increase in eviction rates across the Region. 


See Recommendation #1 and #32 


iA backlog of cases existed when the tribunal first began so they are dealing with more 


applications than those that are brought forth during a specific month. 
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2.2.5 Affordability 


Rents in this Region are relatively low compared to other urban areas. However, incomes are so 
low that units remain unaffordable. Hamilton rents are some of the most affordable in the 
province. However, while the incomes of homeowners increased 8% between 1990 and 1995, 
tenant incomes declined 4% during this same period (ONPHA and CHFC. 1999). During the 
same period of time the proportion of families which fell below the Low Income Cut-Off 
increased from 13% to 16% and from 42% to 45% for individuals without dependents (ONPHA 
and CHFC, 1999). 


The following table lists the average monthly rent charge for vacant rental units and the current 
social assistance levels. It is important to note that this data does not give us any idea of the 


quality of the housing stock. 


Table 10: Average Monthly Rent Charge for Vacant Rental Units 


a nn er See ee eS 


Bedroom Type Average Rent Maximum Shelter Average Rent Maximum Shelter 
Allowance Allowance 


Furnished Room 350 (one person) 


=) 
Three- Bedroom 883 602 (four people) 


Source: Housing Help Centre, 1998 
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It is clear from this table that for people who are living on social assistance, private market rents 
are well beyond their means. In fact, it would be necessary for a single person to have an income 
of approximately $20,300 to be able to afford the average rent of a one-bedroom apartment and a 
family of four would need to have an income of approximately $31.500 to afford a three- 


bedroom unit. 
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2.2.6 Other Factors that Impact Upon Homelessness 


It may seem odd to have a report on homelessness which also includes discussion around the 
provision of food, social spaces and access to income and health care, but all these aspects come 
together in an individual's life in ways that leave them at risk of becoming homeless. As much 
as having a home determines an individual's health so does their access to nutritious food. 
participation in a community and health care. All these issues need to be addressed 
simultaneously. If we find housing for people we also need to ensure that once they are in that 
housing they can afford to pay the rent and buy nutritious food. We also need to ensure that they 
can develop sufficient social supports so that when a crisis happens in their life. they are able to 


manage it without finding themselves on the streets. 


It is also important to speak about some groups of people in this section as it is clear that some 
life stages, illnesses, disabilities and identities place people at a higher risk for becoming 


homeless than others. 


Food Security: 


Foodbanks and soup kitchens were initially developed as programs to help meet people's food 
needs on an emergency basis. Increasingly these organizations are supplying food to people on a 


regular basis as the food emergency over months and years. 


Food banks are struggling to have the food necessary to meet the needs of approximately 11,000 
people who come asking for help each month. Many foodbanks have experienced increased 
pressure to provide food each month. In 1997 Mission Services served 6,825 people, in one 


year, that number rose to 8.022. 
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Table 11: Foodbank Statistics, 1998-1998 


Operation Blessing 1,858 N/A 
Neighbour to Neighbour 843 9.026 *fiscal year 
Centre 

4326 16.133 
Mission Services 630 8,022 *fiscal year 
Good Shepherd Centres 3,097 29,645 
TOTAL 11,212 96,439 


Source: *These organizations collect their statistics by the. fiscal vear. 
The 1998 statistics for fiscal year are from April 1998 - March 1999. 


Foodbanks in this city provide food to approximately 11,000 people a month. Foodbanks find it 
difficult, if not impossible, to provide fresh fruit, vegetables, frozen foods and milk products. 
They are also limited by what people have at home to make use of the food they are given. 
Many people do not own can openers or stoves to prepare food. This becomes even more 
problematic for recent immigrants and refugees who are unable to get food with which they are 
familiar. Oftentimes, they don't know how to cook the Canadian food that they are given at the 


foodbanks. 


People are also relying on soup kitchens for their basic survival. 


Table 12: Soup Kitchen and Van Meals Statistics 


Good Shepherd Centre 
Salvation Army 973 
Wesley Urban Ministries Drop-In 52.000 ** fiscal year 
| 339.708 
Source: **These organizations collect their statistics by the fiscal year. 
The 1998 statistics for fiscal year are from April 1998 - March 1999. 


1998 
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They provided approximately 19.000 meals in March of this year. Some have experienced 
tremendous increase in the number of meals they provide. The Wesley Centre, as one example, 
served 43.000 meals in 1997 and by 1998 had served 52,000. Besides this increase in demand, 


they are also struggling to meet the needs of a changing demographic. 
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There seemed to initially be some tradition that soup kitchens were meeting the needs of 
homeless men, while the foodbanks were geared towards meeting the needs of women and 
children. However, more and more women and children are relying on soup kitchens and more 
single men need to use foodbanks to meet their monthly food needs. The difficulty is that many 
women feel intimidated in line-ups and dining rooms of soup kitchens that are predominately 
men. Although organizations are beginning to try to respond to this need, it still exists as a 


problem. See Recommendation #2 & 31. 


People also expressed confusion about the complicated system of trying to understand where and 
when food was available. If someone is not able to read, it becomes very difficult to access 
community food resources because the times and locations where food is available are quite 


complicated. See Recommendation #7 and #8 


What has been quite effective in providing resources to meet some people's needs has been the 
recent development of community gardens and collective kitchens. Both of these programs have 
provided people with the opportunity to build community, have their diverse food preferences 


and nutritional needs met, while also developing a more sustainable model of food security. 


It was clear throughout the community that although food banks and soup kitchens are a vital and 
necessary component of our infrastructure, they are not a sustainable way to ensure the food 
security of our community. Resources need to be poured into the creation of more long-term 


sustainable food security options. See Recommendation #41 and #28. 


Access to Health Care is Problematic: 


People who are at risk of being homeless or are already homeless also find accessing health care 
difficult. They oftentimes no longer have a health card which makes access especially difficult. 
If they do not have identification it can be expensive to get the necessary papers to be able to 


access health care. Local health centres work tirelessly to overcome this barrier. but when 


Our Homes and Our Streets: Homelessness in Hamilton-Wentworth 


A Report of: Food and Shelter Advisorv Committee & Social Housing and Access Committee 
In Partnership with: Social Planning & Research Council of Hamilton-Wentworth 


people who use their services need to access a hospital's resources or the services of a specialist 


the problem is difficult to overcome because these services require a card. 


People who are homeless not only experience the same spectrum of health problems that the 
whole community experiences, but they also have health problems which are exacerbated by 
poor nutrition, stress and inadequate clothing and shelter to protect them from the extremes of 
intense cold and summer heat. Many people who are homeless also experience a lot of toot 
problems from walking all day in ill fitting shoes without shoes or socks which may not have 
been cleaned or changed in some time. The health centres find the demand for foot care services 
is very high, but it is often difficult to meet the needs of this population who have trouble making 
and keeping appointments. When people are illiterate and/or do not have a watch and/or do not 
have anywhere to write down appointments or keep cards and/or do not have control over their 


schedule it becomes difficult for them to access services. 


Similarly, health centres find that the reason some people have such poor nutritional intake is a 
result of their teeth rotting which makes it extremely painful to eat. Their teeth have often 
decayed as a result of such poor nutrition. However. it is extremely difficult to access dental 
services and even the limited services that the health centres provide have waiting lists of a 
couple of months. Once again, the transient homeless population finds this system of 


appointments a barrier to service. See Recommendation #42 and #30 


It is also difficult for a person who may not look or smell very clean or who does not behave in 
what is understood as a socially acceptable manner to be seen by hospital staff. Individuals 
report being rushed through the process with only cursory attention. One individual spoke of his 
continued struggle to have staff respond to his mental health crisis when he walked into a 


doctor’s office or hospital emergency room needing some medication to calm his schizophrenia. 
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It is important to note that these struggles are not across the board and a number of people 
expressed how helpful staff are at health centres and at the same hospitals. See 


Recommendation #6 


For many people, difficulties in accessing health services. whether they are long waiting periods 
or unhelpful staff often results in their complete disconnection from health care services. 
Although the need for an integrated health outreach team is clear, the staff and financial 


resources to carry out such a program are not available. See Recommendation #33 


Community Mental Health Support: 


People also become and remain homeless because of the lack of adequate mental health supports. 
As expressed earlier, the pressure to keep people out of the hospital has not been accompanied 
by an increase in community supports. It has become clear that we need to provide models of 
service delivery, which move outside of offices and into the places where people are already 


living. 


There is also an expressed need that these services be available on a 24 hour basis. The current 
crisis outreach team is available from 3pm to lam. The system was set up to fill a gap when 
family physicians could not respond to the crises of their patients. But they have found that 
many people who are in situations where they are vulnerable to a mental health crisis are not 
connected with a family physician. Instead many people are being identified as experiencing a 
mental health crisis when they come into contact with the police. The current crisis outreach and 
support team (COAST) receives 50% of their referrals from the police. This team has access to 
police reports and are able to go to people who are. for instance. facing an eviction and offer 
support. By being able to go out to where people are. there has been a significant reduction in 


the number of people that the police are taking to the hospital. 
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In addition to this crisis outreach team, there are assertive outreach workers who are working 
with people who are not currently in a specific crisis, but have become so disconnected from 
resources and community supports that they require a lot of support to access even the most basic 
services. These workers try to build trusting relationships, which encourage people who have 
been victimized by systems to trust again. But this program is also finding that the demand for 
their services far exceeds their resources. They are also finding that the time it takes to support 
someone until they can be transferred to a more permanent worker, is quite long. 


See Recommendation #29 


Addictions: 


People who are struggling with addictions are also at quite high risk of becoming homeless. If 
they are already homeless, addiction issues can create a barrier to finding and maintaining 
adequate. affordable housing. Throughout the city there is a strong network of addiction 
services including two Detox centres, some residential addiction treatment centres, and 
community support services. These programs have also been very successful at developing good 
community linkages with services that address the issues of homelessness. They have also been 
particularly successful in implementing harm reduction models® that have been useful when 


trying to meet the needs of people who are homeless or at risk of becoming homeless. 


However. there is still concern that there are not sufficient outreach programs to meet the needs 
of all people struggling with addictions. This is a particular concern when trying to service 
people who are homeless or at risk of being homeless because they are often extremely isolated | 
and have learned to be wary of professional places. There is also a need for outreach services 
which are geared to meeting the needs of people who have mental health issues along with 


addiction issues as these people are some of the most isolated in our community. Although the 


‘Harm reduction is an alternative to abstinence based programs. The harm reduction model of support is based upon 
achieving the goal of reducing the harm an individual inflicts on him/herself or others. An abstinence model would 


have the goal of no longer using substances. 
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Street Health Centre and VAN program have begun this type of work, it still remains limited 


with only being able to provide addictions support for a few hours a week. 


Statistics from the detox centres clearly show that there is a connection between homelessness 
and addictions. From April 1, 1998 to March 31, 1999 the Men's Detox had 211 people use their 
service who, at the time of their admission, stated they had no fixed address. Over the same 


period of time the Women’s Detox had 52 women without homes using their services. 


It is unlikely that either issue can be solved in isolation. It is also becoming clear to service 
providers that addiction issues are becoming an increasingly large problem for youth who are at 


risk of becoming homeless. 


Domestic Violence: 


Domestic violence has a huge impact upon the number of women who are factng homelessness 
at any one time. These women have a particular struggle when they are faced with limited 
affordable housing options. Not only is leaving your partner, and possibly the father of your 
children incredibly stressful, but having to pull your children out of their neighbourhood and 
their school is also difficult. When women then discover how challenging it will be for them to 
find affordable rental accommodation in an area where they perceive it is safe to raise children, 
the stress of leaving the abusive situation increases. Many of these women also need some 
support to deal with the pain of being abused and some of them have had partners who allow 
them such little control over their lives that they need support to learn how to develop their skills 


to live independently. 


For women who have recently left an abusive partner. the need for safe, affordable housing with 
some support becomes very important. There are two organizations that provide this type of 
transitional supportive housing for women. Phoenix place has five apartments for women who 


have left an abusive situation. They can stay there for up to one year. In 1997 this organization 
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had 88 women and 83 children on their waiting list, last year they had 72 women and 60 children 
waiting and by April of this year they already had a waiting list of 27 women and 24 children. 
The other organization that provides this type of housing was downsized from 30 units to 20 in 
1995 and lost one full time social worker. They also had their core funding cut which meant a 
large percentage of staff time had to shift from programming to fundraising. This organization 
has housed 558 women and 1066 children since it began in 1988. They also maintain long 
waiting lists for their services. When women in these situations find themselves unable to access 
adequate housing they are more likely to return to an abusive situation or have to live in 
substandard accommodation both of which situations leave women vulnerable to becoming 


homeless. See Recommendation #34 


Sexual Abuse: 


For many people the pain of past sexual abuse is also a predictor of becoming homeless. This 
type of unresolved pain often makes it more difficult for people to manage crises that occur in 
their lives. When an individual is homeless or living in poverty it is difficult to get free 
counselling around these issues. Without access to this type of support people are left vulnerable 


to becoming homeless during their next life crisis. See Recommendation #5 


Alienation from Family and Friends: 


Isolation is another factor that contributes to homelessness. As people find themselves 
disconnected from family and friends, their ability to manage stress in their lives becomes more 


limited, which increases their risk of homelessness. 


This is particularly a problem for people who are newcomers to Canada. These people are often 
faced with language, cultural social and economic barriers that make it difficult to be self-reliant. 
It is also difficult to reach the services that might be able to provide them with support because 


of language and cultural barriers. 


59 
Our Homes and Our Streets: Homelessness in Hamilton-Wentworth 


| Report of: Food and Shelter Advisory Committee & Social Housing and Access Committee 
In Partnership with: Social Planning & Research Council of Hamilton-Wentworth 


Similarly, people with mental health issues often experience a great deal of social isolation that 
makes them more vulnerable when trying to manage life stresses. They also often find it 
difficult to access mainstream services because they face discrimination from people around their 


mental health status. See Recommendation #20, 24 and 25 


NIMBY (Not In My Back Yard): 


Another barrier that contributes to continued homelessness is the stereotypes and fears people 
have around the issue. This presents a challenge when trying to develop services that respond to 
the needs of people who are homeless. It is also a problem when trying to raise people's 
awareness so that the whole community can take responsibility for homelessness as a tragedy 


and an emergency that we all have a role in addressing. 


The NIMBY issue results in people becoming increasingly disconnected when they find 
themselves homeless. People quickly find that they are unwelcome in the downtown shopping 
malls, libraries or coffee shops. They are unable to access any washrooms which results in them 
publicly defecating and urinating which places them at risk of arrest and leaves them feeling 


shunned and ashamed. 


Many people do not want to have to see people who are homeless where they live or shop, but 
instead of engaging in productive ways to address homelessness. blame the individual and want 
to remove them. This increased marginalization has the effect of disconnecting people even 
further which leaves people vulnerable to increased health problems and the probability that they 
will not be able to reconnect with the resources which would be necessary to address their lack 


of housing. See Recommendation #20 
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2.3 How People Who Are Homeless Or At Risk For Being Homeless Talk About Their 
Experiences 


When we talked to people who are homeless or at risk of being homeless, a number of common 
experiences and issues were identified. We have separated these into two categories: adults and 
youth primarily because the discussions with youth occurred separately from those with the more 


adult population. 


2.3.1_ Talking to Adults 
Experiences: 


Adults expressed a lot of frustration with trying to manage on such little money each month. 
They were clear that their incomes meant that they went hungry each month and that the 1995 
cuts to social assistance forced them to use foodbanks to survive. People were also concerned 
because there was no way to pay first and last month's rent when they were living on social 


assistance. They saw this as a barrier to finding adequate housing. 


People were also frustrated with the system of social assistance because they felt that it was too 
complicated and that what was written down was not consistent with what their workers were 
telling them. Most people did not raise any particular frustration with their workers, but felt that 
the staff were put in impossible situations with inflexible rules. This led to a sense of despair 
that "the government doesn't care about us" which eventually led to statements like "you lose 
hope then you stop caring about yourself or anyone else. Then people wonder why violence 


is increasing". 


People expressed a great deal of gratitude for the Wesley Centre. Good Shepherd Centre and the 
Housing Help Centre. They seemed to feel that the services that these organizations provided 
made their life a bit easier. It was also important for people to give back to these organizations. 


A number of people shared how they provided volunteer hours to these organizations. However, 
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they still expressed frustration with issues such as not having their own phone especially when 
they were "looking for work, but without a car or a phone it is really difficult. Someone else 
has to let me use their phone number, but it is hard when you can't be there if an employer 


calls you back". 


People also saw that there was a need for a 24 hour drop in. ''People need somewhere where 
they can stay and keep out of trouble. Having people wait outside in the dark at night or 
when the weather is bad is inhumane. We also need a place where people |workers, 


landlords, employers] can get in touch with us." 


Solutions: 
People suggested a range of solutions that touched on the short and long-term issues that affect 


their lives. In the short term. they wanted a 24 hour drop-in. They also felt as if they needed 
more economic resources to get back on their feet. People felt that they needed to be able to 
afford a telephone and a haircut or a change of clothes if they were going to be able to ever get a 


job. 


Other people were struggling with disabilities and wanted the support that they have in their life 
to continue and, in some cases. improve. People wanted to have the option of accessing support 
when they needed it, but did not want to give up their privacy and rights by going into a second 
level lodging home. These people seemed to think that some support would help them out, but 


they wanted to have control over their lives. 


In the long term, people stated that they needed jobs. food. money. and secure housing. 
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2.3.2 Talking to Youth 


Experiences: 


Fear is a major issue with youth; living on the streets is scary. They talked about fear for 
personal safety, fears of being attacked, raped, stabbed. as well as a fear of those who have been 


chronically homeless for a long time and suffer from a mental illness. 


Youth also talked about the fear that comes from going to a shelter; fear of other people staying 
in the shelter and fear of having meagre personal possessions stolen. One youth, no longer on 
the streets, said, "you sleep with one eye open" when you stay in the shelter. There is also the 
fear brought on by living in unstable conditions. The youth talked about always moving from 
one place to another, of going to shelters but then having to move on again, of having "no idea 
when you are going to eat or sleep." One youth also said that he would rather go to jail then be 
on the streets. "Jail is a last resort, you get three meals and a place to stay and it's safer 


than being on the streets." 


All the youth discussed the need for shelters to help people survive on the streets; however, there 
were many things the shelters could do to improve service. One emphatic point was that youth 
need their own shelter, that they don’t fit in very well with older people who have been 
chronically homeless and that they have different needs. The men also said that the way the 
shelter system operates, by constantly moving them around every 6-7 days. makes it difficult to 


tind housing and to get a permanent address so they can access social assistance. 


Early shelter curfews (7:00 p.m.) were also discussed as a problem, especially on warm summer 


evenings, as well as a lack of privacy and unclean conditions. 


These youth were all optimistic that their experiences with homelessness would be temporary 


and that with appropriate supports, they could move into stable permanent housing. 
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Living without respect was seen as part of living on the streets. Youth talked of being harassed 
for hanging out downtown, or having people drive by and yell obscenities. of not being able to 
ask someone for the time without having them say "no change" and walking on. One woman 
said. "we get no credit for doing a good job living on our own. It's hard to live on your 


own. All they want is to get kids off assistance." 


The youth identified a need for outreach and support workers to help young people deal with the 
issues that had led to their homelessness, and to support them once they left the shelter. Indeed, 
many that had been able to move to independent living identified ongoing staff support as the 


key to successful maintenance of these living situations. 


Challenges: 


The youth talked about many challenges facing them in the future. They all talked about the 
challenge of finding employment without experience and with little education and training, and 
with no real contacts in the labour force that they could call on to get jobs. One man said that 


they were "stained collars, not white or blue collar, and they look down on us."' 


Housing was unanimously identified as a challenge. both in finding decent housing and 
maintaining it. Issues around housing included: decent housing is too expensive. non-profit 
housing lists are too long, age discrimination by landlords. not being able to secure non-profit 
housing until after babies are born, needing a stable home to raise children. and living in 


"shitholes because that's all we can afford." 


For youth that are currently homeless, they talked about the difficulty in securing welfare 
without a permanent residence and of problems with the system because some of them had been 
cut off a number of times. It appeared to be easier for the women living in women's shelters 


because they could stay there longer and had staff assistance getting on welfare. The men did 
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not have this opportunity. In the group of youth who were trying to maintain independent living 
situations, they were more concerned with getting off welfare and getting jobs. This group 
talked about the fact that "you can't live on welfare, you survive," and that it is a real "rush" 


to get off assistance. 


Youth also spoke about the pain of being lonely and being stigmatized. This was described as a 


daily challenge. 


Solutions: 


Many of the solutions focused around housing issues. Rent control. maintenance of apartments, 
and cheaper rent for decent apartments were all identified as solutions to housing problems. Tied 
in with this was the opinion that landlords should not know where rent money is coming from 


(social assistance), and that social assistance needs to provide people with last month's rent. 


Housing was not the only solution to homelessness for these youth. For the youth who had 
moved, some successfully and some not so successfully. to independent living. the need for 
ongoing support was clearly identified. Suggestions included the need for a semi-independent 
living program where youth could have their own apartments, but workers would be on-site to 
"keep people on track." The fact that there is no middle ground between a group home or 
shelter and independent living clearly caused some of these youth to end up back on the street 
because they were not yet ready to maintain a completely independent lifestyle. Some of the 
vouth identified specific areas where they needed help. such as budgeting and banking, 
emotional support, and finding jobs, while others talked more generally in terms of just having a 


staff person for support to help out when difficult situations arose. 


Education and training were also identified by all the groups as necessary to getting jobs and 
becoming independent. Getting paid work experience, going back to school to upgrade and 


continuing to receive assistance while doing so, and making contacts in the labour force were all 
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issues that the youth discussed as necessary to helping them move on with their lives. There was 
the clear opinion that they didn't want to become part of the chronically homeless population, 
that they did want to move on with their lives, and that they were optimistic that they could move 


on with the proper supports in place. 


Other suggestions for changes that would be beneficial included: having a place to go to use the 
phone and get messages; having a better supply of nutritious food. especially for pregnant 
women: sexual education to prevent teen pregnancy: anger management courses; drug awareness 


courses: recreation facilities; public washrooms in Gore Park: and more drinking fountains. 


The youth living on the street talked about needing each other to survive, about needing to pool 
their resources and helping each other in whatever way that they could. 


See Recommendation #19, #25, #35, #36, and #40 


2.4 What Resources Do We Have To Help Prevent Homelessness? 

Our community’s most valuable resources in the work to prevent homelessness are the 
committees and networks which have been developed to assess needs in the community and to 
plan creative strategies to respond to needs. The Social Housing and Access Committee and The 
Regional Advisory Committee on Food and Shelter are examples of committees that pull 
together a strong cross section of community members and are able to try to develop shared 
understandings of the issues facing our community and to develop strategies tor addressing these 
issues. We feel that this community, broad-based style of exploring community-based issues and 


making decisions should continue. 


However, to do this type of work effectively we need to ensure the continued development of 
information that we can use to make effective decisions for this community. 


See Recommendation #21 and #22 
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There are also many committees that work creatively to address specific issues. These include: 
the Street Network, the Housing Development Group, the Second Level Lodging Home Tenants’ 
Committee, the Second Level Lodging Advisory Committee, Roomers and Boarders. and many 
more. These are valuable community assets that reflect an existing community framework that 


could be very effective in preventing homelessness in this community. 


Similarly co-ordinated systems such as the Community Housing Access Network (CHAN) help 
simplify processes to access community resources. Although such systems still have problems, 
they provide models for how we can make a system that is able to streamline people's process of 
accessing social housing resources. Our existing housing stock is also a valuable community 
resource. It could be used more creatively to prevent homelessness. The divergence in vacancy 
rates in both the second level lodging system and the public housing system suggest that we 
could possibly use these resources more effectively to prevent homelessness through the 


provision of adequate, affordable housing. Recommendation # 23 


There are also small steps to trying to make food security a possibility for more people in the 
Region. This has a huge impact on homelessness as it often has the double effect of providing 
affordable food while also building up people's social support networks. When combined these 
types of programs are an important preventative measure in addressing the issue of 


homelessness. See Recommendation #28 


It is also important to note that organizations in this community are working daily to prevent 
homelessness. The Housing Help Centre works to assist people in finding adequate housing. 
Many of the shelters are providing people with the support needed to connect with important 
community services. The health centres and settlement and integration programs are providing a 
broad array of programs to help people stay connected and to develop the skills that help them to 
manage poverty and crises. The outreach programs provided by public health and COAST are 


also having a daily impact on helping people maintain their housing. 
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Te) What Services And Programs Do We Have To Respond To Homelessness? 


We have a fair number of resources that are able to respond to homelessness on a short-term 
basis, but we seem to be struggling to develop those medium and long-term solutions to the 
issue. Our community has a strong system of hostels. soup kitchens, foodbanks. and community 
health systems that are able to respond to people in emergency situations. We are even 
beginning to see an important shift to provide more outreach services that are able to respond to 
homelessness more effectively than office based services. But we also see the strain that 
organizations are under are as a result of people being in a continual state of emergency because 


of their poverty and lack of more stable choices. 


Some organizations have been able to begin to develop responses for homelessness. which are 
geared to creating long-term solutions. However, although these solutions are more cost 
effective in terms of present and future generations. their initial start up costs are more than most 
cash strapped organizations can expend. The attempts that have been made have been met with 
wonderful results. These are the programs which provide on site. on-going support in a flexible 
client-driven manner for people who are trying to reconnect with the community. We have 
housing stock that is available, which might be able to be reorganized to meet the needs of 


people as these projects are doing. 


The effectiveness of outreach programs is also an important community resource. A number of 
organizations throughout the city have outreach workers. These staff and the teams such as the 
Assertive Outreach Workers and the COAST program are an.important step in addressing the 
needs of people who are homeless. The assertive outreach team spends a considerable amount of 
time engaging people who have mental health issues and are living on the streets. They provide 
services to these people where they are located. including on the street. in hostels and drop-in 
centres. The workers try to advocate for people while also providing linkages to community 


EESOUTGES ClG: 
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The assertive outreach team is a relatively new service in our community. Two workers in 
Hamilton provide outreach services to people who are homeless and have mental health issues. 
Although some people have been cautious in their commitment to this type of service as it 
requires a careful balance between what is making continued efforts to connect with vulnerable 
populations and what is intruding into and taking control away from people who are in 
vulnerable situations. Despite these reservations, there seems to be a general agreement that 
these teams have the potential to be a valuable response to the issue of homelessness. They 
recognize the gap that exists between the needs of people who are homeless and the services that 
are provided in an office space within office hours. These workers work from an organizational 
base, but their days are spent trying to connect with people in the spaces they occupy whether 
that is on the street, in a coffee shop or at a local drop-in centre. This service also recognizes 
that many people who are homeless are lost within the referral process. The mandate of this 


team is to walk people through the process. 


The consumer groups in this city are also an invaluable resource to addressing homelessness. 
The Mental Health Rights Coalition, the Roomers and Boarders Committee, Hamilton and Area 
Coalitions of Tenant Associations, Hamilton Against Poverty, Disability Information Service 
Helpline, and the Second Level Lodging Home Tenants Committee all continue to make sure 
that our community responds to the needs that people who are the experts on the issues of their 
lives. These groups are often underfunded or operate without funds relying on the volunteer 


hours of people who are often trying to manage a great many challenges in their lives. 


In terms of addressing the issues facing youth, there is some important work being done. Our 
community recently opened its first youth hostel that has been swamped with demand. There is 
also an interesting new project called City Roots, which provides a co-op style living opportunity 
for youth. This project not only provides a stable, affordable housing option. but also encourages 


the development of community as the youth can decide how their co-op works. 
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3.0 CONCLUSION 


People throughout our community are facing very hard times. For many. their situations are 
made worse because they are accompanied by the sense that our governments have stopped 
caring about the people they serve. This sense was acutely expressed by people who are 
homeless or at risk of becoming homeless, but frustration and hopelessness were also heard in 


the voices of overworked service providers, advocates and politicians. 


Although this report contains a close examination of the gaps in our system of caring for people, 
it is important to say that people are doing an extraordinary job of coping in very difficult 
situations. People who are homeless or at risk of homelessness are working in creative and 
collective ways to have their needs met, and service providers have modified the way they serve 
people to cope with the extreme daily pressures of their work. However. while we note the 
resiliency, dedication and creativity of community members. we cannot resolve the homelessness 
problem on our own. It is essential that all levels of government commit to being part of the 


solution by working with communities across the province and the country to end homelessness. 
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4.0 STRATEGIES AND RECOMMENDATIONS 


The working group that lead this project did not prioritize the following strategies. We feel that 
they are all important and essential elements to the long and short-term resolution of 


homelessness in our community. 


Recommendation #1 


The current process of collecting statistics around evictions does not provide the community with 
much information about how the process is impacting tenants. We recommend that the Social 
Housing and Access Committee (SHAC) work with the Housing Tribunal and the Province so 
that an adequate system of obtaining information around eviction rates and the situations that 


result in evictions can be established and shared with community groups. 


Recommendation #2 


More women and children are relying on soup kitchens for their food. Traditionally these 
programs were designed for men and some women and children feel uncomfortable in these male 
dominated environments. We recommend that the work to make soup kitchens more accessible 
for women and children continue by talking to women and including them in the process of 


change. 


Recommendation #3 


The dramatic increase in the number of rental units that have been converted to condominiums 
since the introduction of the Tenant Protection Act may represent a threat to the current rental 
housing stock, but we need more information and time to fully assess what this increase means. 
We recommend that The Social Housing and Access Committee (SHAC) continue to monitor the 
situation with respect to the rates of conversions of rental housing to condominiums so that we 


may fully understand its impact on our housing stock. 
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Recommendation #4 ' 


We recommend that institutions and community members come together to look at the discharge 


processes in this community and what resources we need to make them work more effectively. 


Recommendation #5 


Oftentimes people are vulnerable to homelessness because they find it difficult to handle life 
stresses. This is made all the more difficult if they have not had the opportunity to work through 
past physical, emotional or sexual abuse. Services to help people do that work are often 
expensive or have long waiting lists. We recommend that we work as a community to ensure 
people who need counseling can access free services when they are living in vulnerable 


economic situations. 


Recommendation #6 


There is a concern that some social service agency staff are not able to meet the multiple and 
complex needs of people who are homeless or at risk of losing their housing. Therefore we 
recommend that the Regional Advisory Committee on Food and Shelter develop a joint staff 
training program to ensure all staff throughout the community are trained about the realities of 


homelessness. 


Recommendation #7 


Each organization in the city has their own schedule for when people can access their soup 
kitchen or foodbank. Unfortunately, although this makes sense for each organization, it 1s 
difficult for people to remember all the schedules. We recommend that Regional Advisory 
Committee on Food and Shelter work with soup kitchens and food banks to develop a more co- 
ordinated and simplified schedule of days and times when people can access food programs in 


the Region. 
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Recommendation #8 


There are a number of places where people can go to get a free lunch or dinner in the city, but 
unless an individual is staying in a shelter, there are no breakfast programs they can access. We 
recommend that the Region fund breakfast programs for all people who need food at that time of 


day. 


Recommendation #9 


The current shelter system has difficulty responding to the needs of families with teenage sons 
and those with adult females and males. We recommend that the Region study the emergency 
housing needs of families and how we can more effectively meet their need for shelter and that 


the recommendations of this study be implemented. 


Recommendation #10 


We know that seniors are vulnerable to becoming homeless because they live on fixed incomes 
and can be mentally and/or physically frail. We have also learned that the existing shelter 
system is still struggling to meet the specific needs of seniors. We recommend that the Region 
study the emergency housing needs of seniors and how we can more effectively meet their need 


for shelter and that the recommendations of this study be implemented. 


Recommendation #11 


Some tenants remain in units they cannot afford until they are evicted because they cannot afford 
to move out of the unit. Other people stay in accommodation that is unsafe or inadequate for 
similar reasons. We recommend that the Region support the establishment of a co-operative 


moving program, which could help move tenants for an affordable (or free) cost. 
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Recommendation #12 


People who are receiving social assistance often find it difficult to secure adequate housing 
because they are unable to pay first and last month's rent. Other individuals and families find 
themselves in a financial crisis which results in their not being able to pay one or two month's 
rent. This leaves them vulnerable to eviction. We recommend that the Region assist in funding 
H.E.L.P. (Housing Emergency Loan Program) which will provide emergency financial resources 


for tenants who are at risk of becoming homeless. 


Recommendation #13 


There is some concern over the variation in quality of Second Level Lodging Homes. Some of 
this might be addressed by providing increased training and support to staff within these homes. 
We recommend that the Region work with support agencies to identify training programs and 


support needs for staff in Second Level Lodging Homes. 


Recommendation #14 


In addition to training staff in Second Level Lodging Homes, we recommend that the Second 
Level Lodging Home licensing body look into the possibility of tying mandatory staff training to 


licensing. 


Recommendation #15 


There is increasing pressure from institutions to have people placed back in the community as 
quickly as possible. This often makes it difficult to match people with the appropriate 
community resources. A number of crisis/transition beds would provide the time necessary to 
connect people with the appropriate community resources. We recommend the establishment of 
crisis/transitional beds for people who are recently discharged from hospital so that community 
organizations can match them with the supports and resources they need to live in the 


community. 
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Recommendation #16 


Our research suggests that there are some creative, effective supportive housing programs in our 
community and other communities in Ontario. Having descriptions of these projects may help us 
implement these effective programs more broadly. We recommend that a process of gathering 
descriptions of effective supportive housing programs begin and those models used to guide the 


development of a varied continuum of supportive housing. 


Recommendation #17 


Recently the Housing Development Group completed a report and recommendations as to how 
the Region could meet the supportive housing needs of people with mental health issues. We 
recommend that the Region ensure that the recommendations of the Housing Development 


Group are implemented to provide an effective system of support. 


Recommendation #18 


The Housing Help Centre will be devolved from the province to the Region in the year 2000. 
We recommend that the Region of Hamilton-Wentworth continue to support the Housing Help 
Centre at the same level of funding for the special role it performs in reaching out to those who 


are homeless or at risk of losing their housing. 


Recommendation #19 


The stress of having to move out of a men’s shelter every seven days makes it difficult to provide 
men with the support and stability necessary to get off the streets. We recommend that the 
“seven day rule” be changed so that men could remain in a shelter for the length of time deemed 


necessary to obtain more secure and appropriate housing. 
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Recommendation #20 


Many people in our community hold stereotypes about people who are homeless which makes it 
difficult to meet the needs of this vulnerable group. We recommend that the Regional Advisory 
Committee on Food and Shelter and the Social Housing and Access Committee (SHAC) work 
together to develop public education campaigns that can increase public understanding of the 


issues facing people who are homeless. 


Recommendation #21 


We recommend that when services are proposed, there should be a request for proposals so that 


the community can have input into the process. 


Recommendation #22 


We recommend that Regional, Provincial and Federal governments provide the funding 
necessary to annually update this report. This would help to ensure that a current, accurate 
picture of homelessness in our community is always accessible. This would help the Regional 
Advisory Committee on Food and Shelter provide accurate information for service and funding 


purposes. 


Recommendation #23 
We recommend that the existing non-profit, public and supportive housing stock be re-examined 
and reorganized to respond to the existing needs of the community and thereby reduce vacancy 


rates. This involves three important steps: 


iv) An exploration of successful models of housing and the possibility of the current 
stock being adapted to reflect the successes of these models. 
v) Participation of consumer groups and regional committees to ensure that the 


development of such housing fits within an overall community plan for meeting 
shelter needs. 

V1) An efficient process to implement these changes and to ensure that housing stock 
remains flexible to meet ever changing housing needs. 
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Recommendation #24 


Current drop-ins were designed to meet the needs of single men, who have traditionally made up 
the largest proportion of people who are homeless. This means that many other groups of people 
feel uncomfortable in those contexts. This is particularly problematic for youth of colour who 
are vulnerable to racism in mainstream drop-ins. We recommend that the Province and Region 
work to develop drop-ins to meet the needs of immigrants and refugees. visible minority youth, 


and women and children. 


Recommendation #25 


To ensure that people who are homeless are able to have a continuity of support and access to 
programs, we recommend that the Region and Province immediately establish stable funding for 


the Wesley Urban Ministry’s 24-hour drop-in. 


Recommendation #26 


It remains difficult for people who are transient, illiterate or for whom English is not a language 
they are comfortable communicating in to remain on the social housing waiting list. We 
recommend that the Community Housing Access Network (CHAN) work with the Province to 
explore ways to ensure that people with literacy or language difficulties remain on the list despite 


problems in responding to written requests for information. 


Recommendation #27 


Our research process found that there are some people whose desperate need for affordable 
housing may not be recognized by the modified chronological system that the Community 
Housing Access Network uses to create their waiting list. We recommend that the Community 

~ Housing Access Network (CHAN) work with the Province to explore how people are affected by 
the current waiting list model and the ways that it might be adapted to meet people's needs more 
effectively. 
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Recommendation #28 


We recommend that the Regional Advisory Committee on Food and Shelter receive funding 
from the Province and the Region to be involved in a research process to explore creative ways 
to think about food security and to develop an effective education program to engage the broader 


community on these issues. 


Recommendation #29 


Current outreach programs such as Crisis Outreach and Support Time (COAST) and the 
Assertive Outreach Team when working in conjunction with other outreach workers have been 
very effective at meeting the needs of people who are homeless and/or have mental health issues 
and/or are vulnerable to losing their housing. However. they are overwhelmed and are unable to 
meet the needs of many people without having a comprehensive 24-hour program of support. 
We recommend that the Region and Province work to expand our local outreach team to 
effectively meet the needs of people who have mental health and/or addiction issues. have 


developmental or physical challenges and/or are struggling with issues of homelessness. 


Recommendation #30 


People who are homeless often experience increased health problems as a result of poor 
nutrition, exposure to harsh temperatures, inadequate sleep and having to continually walk the 
streets. These people also find it difficult to access services because there are long waiting lists 
and they often do not have calendars or watches to attend an appointment that is arranged for 
some future date. We recommend that the Province increase access to dental care and other 


needed health services for people who are homeless. 
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Recommendation #31 


We recommend that the Region fund breakfast programs for people who are not spending the 


night in a shelter, but who need food at that time of the day. 


Recommendation #32 


Tenants continue to be confused about the new Tenant Protection Act. Many people are unsure 
of their rights and responsibilities. Some tenants also state that they still face discrimination in 
the rental housing market. We recommend that the Region and Province provide resources to 
Tenant Organizations such as the Hamilton and Area Coalition of Tenant Associations to provide 
education for tenants. This organization has had extensive experience in these areas and 


provides an important service to the community because it is lead by tenants themselves. 


Recommendation #33 


Many people who are homeless have multiple problems that they are trying to address. They are 
also often fearful of approaching traditional health care services because of negative past 
experiences and/or shame. We recommend that the Ministry of Health fund an integrated health 
care outreach team which can enhance current outreach teams in the region and address the 


health issues of people who are homeless. 


Recommendation # 34 


Waiting lists for safe, medium term housing for women who are leaving abusive situations are 
very long. We recommend that the Province reinstate and stabilize funding to Second Stage 
Housing so that this community can meet the medium term needs of women leaving abusive 


situations. 
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Recommendation #35 


Poverty remains one of the single most important factors leading to homelessness. Current 
social assistance levels result in people being extremely vulnerable to losing their housing or 
being unable to secure adequate housing. We recommend the re-establishment of social 
assistance rates to the level they were before the 21.6% cuts along with a renewed commitment 
to create a formula which would base social assistance rates on the average rent of a vacant 


rental market unit. 


Recommendation #36 


There are some people in the Region who find it difficult to manage their money and want 
support to ensure that their bills are paid on time. Without this support some people are 
vulnerable to becoming homeless. We recommend that the Province immediately re-establish 
the Voluntary Trustee Program so that people can have support to manage their money if they 


feel they require that help. 


Recommendation #37 


Our research clearly shows that youth are vulnerable to becoming homeless. The current 
policies regarding whether youth can access social assistance programs results in some youth 
having to survive without any income whatsoever. We recommend that the Province ensure that 
17 and 18 year olds can receive social assistance without having to meet the requirement of 
school attendance. This is especially important for youth who are unable to access school as a 
result of missing the enrollment deadline or because of a documented inability to manage within 


the school system. 
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Recommendation #38 


It is clear from our research that many youth who are living with borderline psychiatric or 
developmental problems or who are homeless or who are trying to leave abusive family 
situations are not having their needs met by the mainstream school system. Waiting lists for 
alternative schools are quite long. We recommend that the Ministry of Education increase the 
resources committed to providing alternative schools for youth who cannot manage within the 


mainstream school system. 


Recommendation #39 


Upon release from prison many people are vulnerable to becoming homeless because they have 
lost their accommodation, their belongings and have been cut off Ontario Disability Support 
Program (ODSP). We recommend that ODSP be automatically reinstated for people after their 


incarceration. 


Recommendation #40 


We recommend that the Provincial and Federal governments renew their commitment to 
developing non-profit housing for families with low incomes, youth, seniors, women and singles 


in need of permanent affordable housing. 


Recommendation #41 


Soup kitchens and foodbanks are not a sustainable or adequate solution to the problem of hunger 
in our community. They are bandages that are only effective when they are combined with 
efforts to address the root causes of hunger. This includes ensuring the continuation of local 
food programs such as collective kitchens and community gardens, but also requires a broader 
examination of how we create food security in our communities. We recommend that Federal, 
Provincial and Regional programs commit to ensuring local food security throughout the 


country. 
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Recommendation #42 


People who are homeless are vulnerable to being robbed and do not have secure places to keep 
their belongings. As a result, many lack identification which makes it difficult to secure health 
care or social assistance. We recommend that the Federal government provide money to 


Regional Municipalities for the purpose of helping people secure adequate identification. 
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APPENDIX A 
METHODOLOGY 


The Social Housing and Access Committee (SHAC) and the Regional Advisory Committee on 
Food and Shelter decided in January 1999 to research the issue of homelessness in the Hamilton- 
Wentworth community. While the Golden Report (Taking Responsibility for Homelessness: An 
Action Plan for Toronto) took a comprehensive look at homelessness in Toronto, in some ways it 
was not applicable to our local situation. To appropriately address the issue in Hamilton. we felt 
that we needed to assess the strengths and weaknesses of our community and determine, to the 
best of our ability, who the faces are on our streets. and how many people are homeless and 


using emergency hostel and drop-in services. 


The purpose of this report is to provide information to community members and decision-makers 
on the issue of homelessness and the factors that play into homelessness in our community. 
Once complete, it is hoped that this information will guide the creation and implementation of 


community-based solutions to homelessness. 


A small working group was brought together by the chair of Social Housing and Access 
Committee (SHAC), Jackie Gordon (Social Planning and Research Council of 
Hamilton-Wentworth); members included, Shelley Rempel (Housing Help Centre for Hamilton 
Wentworth), Rev. Canon Wendy Roy (St. Matthew's House), Denise Brooks (Urban Core 
Community Health Centre), and Suzanne Brown (Social Planning and Research Council of 
Hamilton-Wentworth). Funding support was obtained from the Hamilton Community 
Foundation and the United Way of Burlington, Hamilton-Wentworth. for a researcher and 


research assistant. Sarah Todd and Silva Tomic were hired to fill these positions. 
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Since the Social Planning and Research Council had already begun the work of trying to 
determine the numbers of people using emergency shelters, as well as the general issues of 
homelessness and youth homelessness, that draft report was incorporated into the body of this 


report. The methodology for this research is outlined separately as Appendix A.1. 


This project was designed to include the following information: a demographic description of the 
Hamilton-Wentworth community; a compilation of existing indicators of community health; 
collection and compilation of housing/homelessness indicators; qualitative data collection of the 
experiences of people using shelters/hostels, and on the effect of the modified chronological 


system for social housing. 


Information was collected qualitatively through key informant interviews with statf and people 
who are experiencing homelessness and a focus group held with staff from the three legal clinics. 
Quantitative data was collected from community agencies and government bodies already 
collecting information for their own purposes. The methodological limitations of each design are 


discussed in Appendix A.1 


A draft report was circulated to members of the Social Housing and Access Committee (SHAC) 


and the Regional Advisory Committee on Food and Shelter for feedback. 


A forum is planned for October 1999 to develop and plan for the implementation of solutions to 


homelessness in our community. 


87 
Our Homes and Our Streets: Homelessness in Hamilton-Wentworth 


1 Report of: Food and Shelter Advisory Committee & Social Housing and Access Committee 
In Partnership with: Social Planning & Research Council of Hamilton-Wentworth 


APPENDIX A.1 


Quantitative Research Method: 


For this project, a quantitative research design was applied to collect statistical information on 
the numbers of people who are homeless in Hamilton. The attempt to make an estimation of the 
current number of people who are homeless was intended to test the hypothesis that, in 
Hamilton, the prevalence of homelessness had increased since the social assistance cuts in the 
Fall of 1995. The statistical results of this study were reviewed and compared with the 
estimations of the people with no fixed address reported by the 1995 Health of the People Project 
(HOPP) which was completed before the changes in the social assistance system. Ona 
cautionary note, however, this project’s methodology differs from the one used by the HOPP 
project, and therefore, direct comparisons of data cannot accurately be made between the two 


reports. 


Five shelters, one drop-in and the detention centre were contacted to obtain statistics. These 
organizations included Salvation Army, Wesley Urban Ministries, Good Shepherd Men’s Centre, 
Mission Services (Men’s Residence and Inasmuch House), Mary's Place and Hamilton- 
Wentworth Detention Centre. In addition to the seven organizations, four Hamilton hospitals 
were also approached to obtain further information on the prevalence of homelessness in 
Hamilton. The four hospitals contacted were St. Joseph’s, The Henderson. The General and 


McMaster University Hospital. 


The community-based organizations and the hospitals were contacted by letter and a follow-up 
telephone call. They were asked for information on the numbers of people with "no fixed 
address" who accessed their services on June 19, 1998, the entire month of June. November Reh 


1998, and the entire month of November. Other relevant information such as age and vender for 
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people with no fixed address was also requested to enhance our understanding of the complexity 


of homelessness in Hamilton region. 


The main reason the group decided to select one day out of the two months (June 19 and 
November 19, 1998) was to help us to make an accurate assessment of the number of people 
with 'no fixed address’ who made use of emergency beds on a given night around the city. This 
would eliminate any double counting that might occur if we used weekly or monthly statistics. 
As well, by taking two counts, one in the spring and one in late fall, seasonal changes in service 


utilization might be captured. 


Further, the days of June 19 and November 19 were selected because they fall in the second half 
of the month, when people’s resources are beginning to run out, and their temporary living 


situations may be coming to an end. 


Qualitative Research Design: 


This project will qualitatively examine the issues facing youth that are homeless. Generally, 
qualitative research involves in-depth description of situations, events. people. interactions, 
beliefs, attitudes and thoughts. Focus group methodology allowed participants to share certain 
information after listening to others and reflecting on their own experiences. It also enabled 
researchers to collect the needed information on a one time basis, given the short period for the 


study. 


The use of qualitative research design was essential to deepening our understanding of the 
complex issues of homelessness and to gathering solutions from people who are experiencing or 
have experienced homelessness. The group decided to focus on youth because anecdotal 


evidence from service providers suggested that youth homelessness was on the increase. 
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The focus group was the main qualitative method of collecting information. Semi-structured 
group questions were used to enable researchers to carry on guided conversations and to elicit 
detailed information to be used later for analysis. The interviews consisted of open-ended 
questions to allow participants the maximum opportunity for expression. The focus groups were 
held at the Transitional Youth Program, Brennan House, and the Adult Community Care 
Program. Three separate focus group interviews were conducted at the different programs 
mentioned above. There was a total of 33 youths who participated in these focus group 
interviews, 20 of whom were male and 13 were female. At Brennan House. there were 15 
young adults (12 males and 3 females), for Transitional Youth Program there were 11 (5 males 
and 6 females), while at the Adult Community Care Program, there were a total of 7 


participants. (3 males and 4 females). 


Reliability of Data: 


In a workshop on homelessness, participants agreed that service-based designs provided the 
highest degree of accuracy, reliability and representation of the population... [and] that 
attempting to enumerate the homeless on the street is extremely expensive and has met with very 


little success (Peressini et al., 1995, executive summary). 


Limitations to Data: 


It is difficult to reliably estimate the number of people who are homeless at any given time. 
While the number of people who utilize community services gives us an idea of the prevalence 
of homelessness, it does not account for people who cannot access services because programs are 
at capacity, or because they have been banned from shelters: nor does it count people who prefer 
to spend the night in public places, vacant buildings. campgrounds. or at friends or relatives. . 
This is a real limitation to relying solely on numbers to tell the story of homelessness in our 


community. 
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Using numbers to quantify and validate homelessness as an issue in our community is also 


problematic in the sense that it should not matter if one person or a thousand people are homeless 


in our community. One person is one person too many and action needs to be taken regardless of 


numbers to ensure that all members of our community have access to safe. affordable and 


adequate housing and the supports that ensure they will be able to maintain this housing. 


Due to time and resource limitations, this study was not able to follow people over time to 
determine patterns of homelessness. Nor does it account for people using shelters who, in fact, 


had a permanent residence at the same time (see: When a House is Not Enough. Housing Help 


Centre, 1998). 
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APPENDIX B 
SHELTER USE STATISTICS 


Table 1: Number of People Who Accessed Overnight Sleeping Services on 
June 19 and November 19, 1998 


Name of Agency | June 19, 1998 


Occupan | # people Available 
cy Rate turned Space 
away 


# of 
people 


Occupan 
cy Rate 


# people 
turned 


Wesley Centre Drop- 
In* 


Ww 
SS 
ie 


Salvation Army 
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Ww 
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i=) 
< 
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Mission Services 
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£ 
= 
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Ne} 
< 
* 
N 
=) 


Martha House 


iP) 
e.) 
tO 
Nn 
_ 
i) 
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Native Women’s 
Centre 


Mary§s Place 


Interval House** 


i ; raed 
= 
N N 


=> 
=) 
i 


S 
e = 
S 
x 


Not 
available 


Good Shepherd 


Inasmuch House 


H-W Detention 
Centre 


we) 

—~ 
>) 

~— 


~* Wesley Centre Drop-In has no beds, but does provide mats on the floor. The numbers in this 
table represent the people who slept overnight, a significantly higher number of people accessed 


the emergency overnight drop-in, but did not sleepover. 
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** Interval house provides services solely for women who are leaving an abusive situation. 
They do not collect statistics daily because women stay for longer lengths of time. Numbers 
provided for June 19 and November 19 are approximations based on the number of people who 


stayed in June and November by their length of stay, divided by days in the month. 


*** The numbers of beds for Inasmuch house are split between those designated for women who 
are leaving an abusive situation and those who are homeless for other reasons. The bracketed 


number represents women who are homeless for reasons other than abuse. 
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Table 2: Number of People Who Accessed Overnight Sleeping Services for the Months of 


June and November, 1998 


November 1998 


# people 
turned 
away 
Wesley Urban Drop-In'° 
Martha House 28 Not 76 28 Not. 68 
available available 
Native Women’s Centre 80% Not 25 53.6% Not 
available available 


June 1998 


# people 
turned 


Mary's Place 


Good Shepherd 


Inasmuch House 


- 


"Occupancy rate is calculated by the number of people (X) length of stay, divided by total number of beds 
available that month. Length of stay is not recorded on this chart due to space limitations. 


'’ Wesley Centre Drop-In is a drop-in centre only. It provides mats for sleeping, but does not have a stable 
number of beds. Therefore, an occupancy rate for Wesley Centre cannot be provided. 


Se) 
Nn 
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Table 3: Emergency Hostels Occupancy Rates, 1989-1998: For Beds Funded b 
Regional Community Services 


1990 | 1991 | 1992 1993 1994 | 195 | 1995 1997 | 1998 | 


total spaces 63840 cy 55814 | 46694 | 46694 | 47424 beet ieee pass 
available 
number of 29944 DHSS || BOSSE LOST OMT 20677 S227 SS ee sis 
a 


average | average stay _| 


Family and 


occupancy 46.9% | 52.4% 45.9% | 48.3% | 60.8% | 61.9% 70% T7A% hel 2% 
rate’ 
Special 


Hostels = Saceee 


total spaces cae 33470 35021 | 43046 | 43046 | 43046 | 40493 | 38608 ek cas 
available 
number of 19892 20047 25080 | 27333 | 29695 | 29611 28074 | 28438 | 28207 | 7193 
residents 


average stay | average stay | rae ae | 
78.9% 
32366 


rae ae | 


occupancy 61. 3% 59.9% 71.6% | 63.5% | 69% 68.8% | 69.3% | 73.6% | 77.3% 
rate 

Total 49836 41570 50730 | 49891 58075 58979 | 47953 | 49115 : 
number of 

residents 


'' Statistics for the year 1990 are only available for the months from January to October. 


'" Occupancy rates have been rounded to the nearest .5%. 


'* In 1998, MCSS became responsible for funding to Violence Against Women beds: therefore, the number of 
beds funded by the region dropped significantly in this category. 
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Table 4: Number of Patients with No Fixed Address who Visited the Four Main H 
Hospitals in June 1998. 


amilton 


Name of the Hospital # of Patients in June by Total # of Total # of 
Gender Patients in Patients in 


Female Male 
Patients Patients 
St. Joseph 16 
(3 female, 13 
male) 


June November 


Henderson & 
General 


Total # of 
Patients 


20 (all at the 
General) 
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